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Preface 


Clarence Newsome, former Dean of the Howard University School of Divin- 
ity, asked me to develop a course on the women of the Hebrew Bible. I had 
taught Hebrew language and other Old Testament courses but had not done 
any work in the area of feminist interpretations of the Bible. It was not that 
I lacked interest, since I considered myself a feminist. It was more for lack of 
opportunity. I was ready for a new area of research, and this one was espe- 
cially intriguing. Womanism was a new concept to me. I was eager to learn 
about it from my colleagues Kelly Brown Douglas and Cheryl Sanders, both 
leaders in the emerging movement of black feminists. 

As I began searching for books and articles, I discovered a wealth of mate- 
rial on methodological and philosophical issues as well as on individual bib- 
lical women. However, there was very little that surveyed the field in an easily 
accessible fashion for the general reader and student, and what little existed 
was not scholarly. Now that I have taught the course many times, I am con- 
vinced of the need for a book to bring together the latest contributions that 
feminist and womanist biblical scholars have made. The difficulties in such a 
project are daunting. Can so much material and so many points of view be 
represented adequately in the space of one book? Will such a book become 
immediately dated, as ever-new studies pour forth from the pens and com- 
puters of scholars? The answer to this second question is undoubtedly yes. 
Nevertheless, my goal is to present the fruits of feminist biblical interpreta- 
tion in a way that will be accessible to the public as well as to the academic 
community for such a time as this. 

My thanks go to Clarence Newsome, former Dean of Howard School of 
Divinity, who launched me on this field of study. I owe much to my students 
at Howard and to members of Providence Presbyterian Church in Fairfax, 
Virginia, where I was Associate Pastor for nearly fifteen years; to Southminster 
Presbyterian Church in Oxon Hill, Maryland, where I was a summer pastor; 
to St. Marks Episcopal Church in Washington, D.C., Fairfax Presbyterian 
Church, Church of the Covenant, Vienna, and Burke Presbyterian Church 
in northern Virginia, where I lectured and received helpful feedback; and to 
the educators of National Capital Presbytery to whom I presented some of 
this material. They stimulated my thinking and asked important questions of 
the texts. I am indebted to Howard University, which provided me a research 
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grant to work on this book. I am grateful to Jeff Hamilton of Westminster 
John Knox Press, my first editor, who saw the value in this book when it was 
still at an early stage, and to all the staff there who shepherded this book in 
its first and revised edition through to the final stage. I especially thank 
Stephanie Egnotovich, the executive editor at Westminster John Knox, for 
encouraging me to revise and update this book. My thanks also go to my col- 
league Dr. Cheryl Sanders, whose thoughtful reading of the first edition 
helped me formulate more clearly what I wanted to say and who encouraged 
me to ask hard questions about womanist scholarship. 

Most especially I must thank my husband Jeff Nicoll, whose thoughtful, 
sometimes challenging, but always supportive comments and questions have 
contributed immeasurably to this new edition. 
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Part 1 
Background 


i 


Introduction 


This is a story about stories. It is a story about feminist and womanist inter- 
pretations of sacred stories. Women’s stories in what Jews call the Hebrew 
Bible and Christians term the Old Testament! are very powerful. They have 
profoundly affected women’s self-understanding and men’s perception of 
women. In the nineteenth century, women who dared to speak in public 
(which was considered unseemly) were labeled “disobedient Eves” or 
“Jezebels.”? Abby Kelley, a Quaker and radical abolitionist, was especially 
disturbed when this latter epithet was hurled at her.? Black women have dis- 
proportionately been called Jezebel, suggesting that they are more sexual 
than other women. Women’s stories in the Hebrew Bible have also been used 
in positive ways. Angelina Grimké, another prominent abolitionist, held up 
biblical women such as Miriam, Deborah, Jael, Huldah, and Esther as exem- 
plars for women to emulate. 

Even in dawning years of the twenty-first century, biblical stories of 
women still influence the way women think of themselves and the way the 
rest of the world thinks about them. Much of this influence is negative. Eve, 
Jezebel, Delilah, and other female biblical characters represent seduction 
and evil. 

Today both women and men feel liberated when they hear new readings 
of these stories. Both men and women are disturbed when they hear about 
some of the more atrocious stories of female victimization. Both are excited 
when they hear some of the more “feminist” of the stories, especially when 
they have not been exposed to such readings before. Stories have been used 
against women, but stories can also provide tools to use in the struggle for 
wholeness and dignity. 
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A great deal of work has been done in the last third of a century by feminist 
biblical scholars on women’s stories in the Hebrew Bible. This research has 
produced new and exciting readings of the stories, whose traditional interpre- 
tations have been foundations for Western negative attitudes toward women. 
Was Eve really the terrible temptress and was Rebekah the demonic deceiver 
depicted in many a traditional interpretation? Is Ruth the “sweet little thing” 
we find in children’s Bibles, or does her story undercut the narrow religious 
attitudes of its day and perhaps even of our own? These and many other areas 
have been explored, debated, and reconceived by feminist and womanist 
scholars. Before the 1990s very little of these discussions had reached the 
woman or the man in the pew or even the pastor or seminary student, in part 
because the sources are scattered among various scholarly journals and in part 
because, until recently, such work was suspect even in academia. 

At the time Helpmates, Harlots, and Heroes was first published, I believed 
the time had come to share with the people in the parish the fruit of the last 
quarter century of work. Not all questions had been answered, not all prob- 
lems solved, but enough progress had been made that a vast amount of 
refreshing, exciting—sometimes disturbing—material needed to be shared 
broadly, freely discussed, and evaluated by those whose lives are touched by 
these issues in very practical ways. A dozen years later, the need is still there, 
and fortunately many voices are now singing in this choir. Before, my voice 
was soft and in many ways uncertain. Now, I want to sing a little louder and 
with new conviction. 


A BRIEF HISTORY OF FEMINIST STUDIES 
OF HEBREW SCRIPTURE 


The roots of feminist interpretation of Scripture lie in the nineteenth century 
in the women’s rights movement. Opponents of that movement used the 
Bible to buttress their opposition to it. They interpreted the story of Eve's 
secondary creation from Adam’s rib to mean that woman is subordinate to 
man. They understood her leading role in eating and sharing the forbidden 
fruit with Adam as indicative of the evil and subordinate nature of women.‘ 

By the 1830s and 1840s some women’s rights activists were becoming 
articulate about the need for a different approach to biblical interpretation.’ 
Not only were white women active, but African American women were also 
understanding the Bible in new ways. Jarena Lee, a member of the American 
Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church, felt the call to preach and found bibli- 
cal support for her position.® 

In the 1880s, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and a committee of women com- 
piled The Woman’ Bible’ in an effort to counteract the oppressive use of the 
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power of the Bible against women. Although it did not use the then-new 
techniques of higher criticism (based on the assumption of multiple sources 
of the Bible rather than Mosaic authorship), it was a serious effort at a new 
understanding of the Scriptures.® 

In the late nineteenth century many feminist Christian voices dealt with 
the Scriptures and debated traditionalists. Few of these women were trained 
biblical scholars, although some of their arguments foreshadow later, more 
sophisticated versions of their approach.? It was not until 1894 that the first 
woman became a member of the Society of Biblical Literature, the biblical 
scholarship “establishment.” !° 

In the early part of the twentieth century women made significant contri- 
butions to biblical scholarship. Nevertheless they were not advocating new 
approaches that we would today call feminist.'! Treatments of women in the 
Bible came from women outside the profession. Dr. Katherine Bushnell, 
medical missionary to China and Women’s Christian Temperance Union 
leader in the late nineteenth century, wrote!” Gods Word to Women.'? Rev- 
erend Lee Anna Starr, a Methodist minister in the early twentieth century, 
wrote The Bible Status of Women. Both believed that the Bible, when properly 
translated and interpreted, presents a vision of the equality of the sexes. !4 

In the 1960s a few more voices were heard. In 1964, Margaret Crook, 
professor of religion and biblical literature at Smith College and thirty-nine- 
year member of the Society of Biblical Literature, published Women and 
Religion. She raised the issue of the male domination of the Judeo-Christian 
tradition and urged women to take an active role in reshaping the faith.!° 

In 1967 Elsie Culver, a professional lay church worker, wrote Women in 
the World of Religion. She pointed out the lack of research by modern biblical 
scholars on women’s status and roles in the biblical culture and suggested the 
importance such research would have for contemporary women.!° 

Feminist hermeneutics did not really develop momentum until the 1970s, 
often considered the beginning of the second phase. At first, the approach was 
to restore the proper meaning of biblical texts by exposing the masculine- 
dominated and often misogynist interpretations of Scripture. In books such as 
The Liberating Word,'’ by Protestant theologian Letty Russell, interpreters 
assumed that once the veneer of patriarchal interpretation was removed, the 
Bible would be liberated from sexism. 

Soon it was recognized, however, not only that past interpretations were 
sexist but that many of the texts themselves also presented serious problems. 
For example, how do we handle the difference between the way God reacts 
to Sarah’s and to Abraham’s incredulity at the news of an impending old-age 
pregnancy (Gen. 17:17; 18:12)? How do we deal with the fact that for many 
purposes women were viewed as little more than chattel? These and other 
questions raised the issue of biblical authority. How could a book that 
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included so much that ran directly counter to feminism be accepted as 
authoritative, religiously or culturally? In one form or another, this question 
has dominated much feminist biblical thought in what some view as the 
third phase of feminist biblical criticism, beginning in the 1990s. Before con- 
sidering this crucial question, we will first define what is meant by feminism 
and womanism and related terms. 


DEFINITION OF FEMINISM 


Feminism has a long history. No one definition would satisfy all feminists; 
rather, a range of understandings is needed. Nevertheless feminism may be 
broadly defined as a point of view in which women are understood to be fully 
human and thus entitled to equal rights and privileges. In no sense can they 
be considered subordinate or inferior. 

Most feminists would agree that differences exist between men and 
women. Clearly, reproductive and other physical differences exist. Growing 
scientific evidence also shows that the female brain and the male brain 
develop differently because of differing hormonal influences.!° In addition, 
it is evident that culture has provided different sets of experiences for women 
and for men. Perhaps differently developed brains, different experiences, or 
some combination of these has resulted in different perspectives. Although 
not all women have had precisely the same experiences and women’s brains 
are not all identical, there is some commonality, as well as some important 
differences, in the experiences that have shaped women of all races, creeds, 
and social classes. 

Many people, both men and women, agree on a theoretical level with the 
proposition that men and women are morally equal. !? Being a feminist usu- 
ally involves something more than assent to this principle. Feminism includes 
an awareness that society’s norms are masculine and that to be a woman in 
such a society involves marginality. Since humans are adaptable, women are 
able to identify themselves with the masculine norms, just as members of 
ethnic minorities often identify with white norms. 

As a child growing up in North Carolina, I was not aware that I had an 
accent. I heard the national commentators on television, and they sounded 
normal. I thought I sounded normal too. Therefore I reasoned that I 
sounded just as they did. Only when I went to college in Massachusetts did 
I become truly aware of my southern accent. Once recognized, it quickly dis- 
appeared. I cannot even imitate it anymore! 

We might think that people would automatically experience life and litera- 
ture from their own particular vantage point. In reality, the dominant culture 
trains everyone to identify with white males. For example, one of the Ten 
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Commandments prohibits coveting a neighbor's wife. In spite of the fact that 
the norm is male, the Ten Commandments are accepted by Jewish and Chris- 
tian women as authoritative. Many women do not even notice that they have 
to edit this commandment in order to make it fit their situation. The contin- 
ual process of translating directions to fit their concepts may result in women’s 
alienation from themselves. It is analogous to the experience of ethnic minori- 
ties who rarely see positive role models from their ethnic group. Many are 
trained to think of themselves as unattractive, poor, and criminal. As a result, 
both ethnic minorities and women often must learn all over again how to be 
themselves. 

A few years ago I read a very good book on the ministry. I assigned it to one 
of my classes at Howard University School of Divinity. Some of the students 
also liked it very much, but two women students noticed how sexist it was. 
Once they pointed it out to me, it was obvious, and I regretted that I had 
assigned the book. I had simply focused on the main points the author was 
making and ignored the sexism. I identified with the male norm so easily that 
I didn't even see the problem. 

Feminists want to change the way people experience both life and litera- 
ture. We want everyone, men and women, to be aware of the sexual codes in 
life and in books, even in the Bible. We want readers to notice not just the 
Moseses, the Davids, and the Solomons. We want them to consider also the 
Miriams, the Bathshebas, and the queens of Sheba. We want to unmask sex- 
ism and any other codes that are oppressive.”° 

Some feminists view the goal of the feminist movement as the ascendancy 
of women. Others take the position that equality and reconciliation are the 
aims for which we should fight.?! The former group includes many sepa- 
ratists. Men are excluded, and most Christians in this camp reject existing 
religious institutions as hopeless. Mary Daly, a former Roman Catholic, is a 
good example.” Very few feminist biblical interpreters today share this per- 
spective, in which both men and traditional organized religion are com- 
pletely rejected. More now may be termed post-Christian, or culturally 
rather than religiously Jewish. These feminists are not closely identified with 
a confessing faith tradition but still view the Bible as their cultural heritage. 
As Carole Fontaine puts it, 


[W]e must continue to deal with the Bible because it is ours. That may 
sound too self-evident to be meaningful, but, restated the Bible is part of 
the religious and literary heritage of Jews and Christians. To jettison it 
because we see it with all its pits and valleys, all its byways into oppression, 
is to lessen our understanding of how we got where we are and what we 
are up against on the paths that we now choose to travel. Give up the lov- 
ing intimacy and restored paradise of the Song of Songs? Do without the 
active, compassionate women of the book of Exodus? Throw aside the first 
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successful slaves’ rebellion in recorded history? Live without the creation 
celebrated in Proverbs 8 or Job 38-42? Give up Jesus, the Jew who envi- 
sions a new humanity, demonstrating that there may be another paradigm 
of maleness, another way to be human, perhaps even another way to 
understand God than by the traditional means of structures of domina- 
tion and submission? Never.?4 


These feminists are also open to men with feminist perspectives, who believe 
in and are also working toward sexual equality and reconciliation. Although 
most of the commentators whose views are discussed in this book are female 
feminists, a few male feminists are included because their work, in my view, 
has contributed substantially to the work of feminist criticism. André 
LaCocque and David Gunn are examples of male feminists. 

A significant portion of the work of all feminists is the analysis of present 
and past cultures regarding their failure to recognize women’s full value and 
their oppression of women. Only as problems are named and their dynamics 
understood in detail can we develop strategies for overcoming them. At the 
same time, some of this analysis has been marred by a tendency to judge 
ancient cultures by modern standards in a way that does not take into account 
the economic, social, technological, and other constraints that shaped the 
peoples of the past (and the present, for that matter). 

As early as 1982, but especially in the 1990s, the term “postfeminism” 
gained prominence. Like feminism, postfeminism is complex and multifac- 
eted, but in general views feminism as no longer relevant. Some postfeminists 
criticize feminists for forcing women into a victim mentality; others suggest 
that many women agree with feminist goals but do not identify themselves as 
feminists, perhaps because of the stridency of some feminist voices; still oth- 
ers believe many women have become disenchanted with feminism and want 
traditional domestic roles. There is some truth in each of these critiques, even 
though they may be criticized for being simplistic. At the same time, post- 
feminism itself has suffered as a result of being viewed as overly right-wing 
and reactionary. As long as gender-based discrimination continues to exist, 
feminism will continue to have a reason for being and will continue to evolve, 
in part in response to critiques such as those leveled by postfeminists.”4 


DEFINITION OF WOMANISM 


Since womanism is less well known than feminism, we will consider it at 
greater length. Cheryl Sanders writes this in an opening essay for a round- 
table discussion: 
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Womanist refers to a particular dimension of the culture of black women 
that is being brought to bear upon theological, ethical, biblical and other 
religious studies. These new interpretations of black women’s religious 
experience and ideas have been sparked by the creative genius of Alice 
Walker. She defines the term womanist in her 1983 collection of prose 
writings Jn Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens. In essence, womanist means 
black feminist.” 


Some may ask why a special new name is needed. There are many varieties of 
feminism. Why can’t black feminism be one among many? In responding to 
Sanders’s roundtable essay, Shawn Copeland answers this question: 


The adaptation of the term signals the acute and seething dissatisfaction 
of African American women scholars at the “stepsister” treatment we, and 
indeed all women of color, have received from white feminists inside and 
outside the church. The embrace of the term womanist by African Amer- 
ican women scholars signifies our demand for serious, sustained, and sub- 
stantive dialogue with white feminists. Such dialectic is crucial given 
Walker’s first definition of womanist: “A black feminist or feminist of 
color.” The very term, then, implies black women’s reworking of the 
notion and term feminist. . . . It seems to me that black feminists and/or 
womanists seek a new and common ground from which all women and 
men may vigorously oppose racism, sexism, homophobia, ageism, class 
exploitation, intentional limitation of the disabled, and—I add, as Chris- 
tians must—anti-Semitism.”° 


Not only have black feminists felt like stepsisters but they also have felt iso- 
lated from one another. Michelle Wallace wrote in 1982, before the begin- 
ning of womanism: 


We exist as women who are Black who are feminists, each stranded for the 
moment, working independently because there is not yet an environment 
in this society remotely congenial to our struggle—because, being on the 
bottom, we would have to do what no one else has done: we would have 


to fight the world.’” 


Womanism is a banner under which black feminists celebrate their unique 
identity. Cheryl Gilkes describes her reaction to the new term this way: 


When I first read Alice Walker’s definition of “womanist,” it engendered 
the same joy and sense of good feeling within me that I felt that day, now 
twenty years ago, when I acquired my “Afro” (a hairstyle I still wear). It 
just felt good. It fit. It provided a way of stating who I was and how I felt 
about a lot of things.” 
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Womanism as defined by Alice Walker, in the preface to In Search of Our 
Mothers’ Gardens, has four parts. The term derives from the adjective “wom- 
anish,” as opposed to “girlish.” A mother says to her daughter, “You acting 
womanish,” meaning that she is acting grown up, but in a way that is willful, 
courageous, audacious, even outrageous.” This does not mean that acting 
womanish is bad; nor is the mother who describes her daughter this way a 
bad mother. Emilie Townes explains: 


Having been a participant in such dialogue in my youth, I can attest that 
the mother involved is far from resigned to such independent behavior. 
As a true mentor, she endeavors to encourage, restrain, and guide asser- 
tions of moral autonomy, liberation, and sexuality in a hostile society. She 
is an active participant in the liberative process, but also a circumspect 
guide. Both women are in tension, yoking dynamically the quest for per- 
sonal growth and liberation with collective struggle. 


The second part of Walker’s definition has to do with the womanist’s rela- 
tionships with other adults. The womanist loves other women, sexually or 
nonsexually, but is also involved in the struggle to liberate her people from 
oppression. Womanists are not separatists.?' The third part of the definition 
lists the things womanists love: music, dance, the moon, the Spirit, love, 
food, roundness, struggle, the folk, and themselves. The last part of the def- 
inition compares womanism and feminism. Womanism is to feminism as the 
color purple is to lavender.*? 

Precisely how black feminist Christians should use the womanist label and 
four-part definition is a subject of much debate in the womanist scholarly 
community. This much is clear: there is more to womanism than celebration. 
Sanders writes: 


As early as 1985, black women scholars in religion began publishing 
works that used the womanist perspective as a point of reference. The 
major sources for this work are the narratives, novels, prayers and other 
materials that convey black women’s traditions, values and struggles, espe- 
cially during the slavery period. Methodologically, womanist scholars 
tend to process and interpret these sources in three ways: (1) the celebra- 
tion of black women’s historical struggles and strengths; (2) the critique 
of various manifestations of black women’s oppression; and (3) the con- 
struction of black women’s theological and ethical claims.*? 


Womanism is something more than feminism for black women. It is more 
colorful, exuberant, and audacious than its white counterpart. 

Perhaps the most fundamental difference between white feminism and 
black womanism is in the attitudes toward men. White women feel less soli- 
darity with white men in particular and men in general than black women 
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feel with black men. White women tend to view white men as the problem. 
Womanists are concerned about sexism within African American men in 
particular and men in general. Nevertheless, the common history of the suf- 
fering of black women and black men because of their ethnicity forms a 
strong bond between African American women and men. The experience of 
slavery and the ways in which that institution tore the fabric of black fami- 
lies apart, sexually exploited black women’s bodies, and denied the manhood 
of black men left deep impressions on African American culture. Thus there 
is a tension within womanism between the desire to fight sexism and the sol- 
idarity felt with black men. 

This tension is one of the reasons that since the early nineties, black fem- 
inism has emerged as an alternative name for womanism. Womanism tends 
to support bonds between black men and women, minimizing the problems 
of the oppression of black women by black men, while feminism (at its best) 
focuses on the connections among women of all backgrounds in their com- 
mon fight against marginalization. 

In addition, according to Patricia Hill Collins, womanism is associated 
with black nationalism with its claims of racial superiority. Walker’s famous 
“womanist is to feminist as purple to lavender” suggests that black women 
are womanists, while white women are merely feminist. However, working 
from a slightly different definition of black nationalism, Pearl Cleage believes 
that black feminism and black nationalism need not be at odds, because ded- 
ication to the freedom of black people includes working for the political, 
social, and legal equality of women, who constitute the majority of blacks.*4 

Nevertheless, black women are in a bind. Claiming the womanist label 
tends to distance them from global women’s issues, while choosing to be 
called black feminists may similarly put off some within the African American 
community. Collins suggests that perhaps the time has come to get beyond 
naming, by applying the central ideas in womanism and black feminism to 
analyzing gender issues in a range of relationships within black communities. 
She also recommends shifting the perspective from women’s oppression to the 
gender-specific ways institutionalized racism works. This also helps reduce 
defensiveness, as it recognizes that “just as feminism does not automatically 
reside in female bodies, sexism does not reside in male ones.” 

Collins concludes with these thoughts: 


Finally, despite the promise of this approach, it is important to consider 
the limitations of womanism, black feminism, and all other putatively 
progressive philosophies. Whether labeled “womanism,” “black feminism,” 
or something else, African American women could not possibly possess a 
superior vision of what community would look like, how justice might 
feel, and the like. This presupposed that such a perspective is arrived at 
without conflict, intellectual rigor, and political struggle. While black 
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women’s particular location provides a distinctive angle of vision on 
oppression, this perspective comprises neither a privileged nor a complete 
standpoint. In this sense, grappling with the ideas of heterogeneity within 
black women’s communities and hammering out a self-defined, black 
women’s standpoint leads the way for other groups wishing to follow a 
similar path. As for black women, we can lead the way or we can follow 
behind. Things will continue to move on regardless of our choice.’ 


One additional term needs definition. Bosadi (womanhood) is the name 
of choice of African—South African women. Bosadi interpreters are concerned 
with what ideal womanhood should be for African—South African women. 
Five elements are involved: 


1. A critique of elements that oppress women in African culture and 
revival of aspects that uplift women 

2. A critique of elements in the Bible that oppress women, while high- 
lighting liberating elements 

3. Awareness of the interplay of postapartheid racism, sexism, classism, 
and African culture that shape the reading of the Bible 

4, Awareness of the African concept of botho/ubuntu, which stresses the 
unity and communality of all Africans, which means that the liberation 
of all African women requires the involvement of all Africans, both 
men and women 

5. Awareness of the significance of the family, which however should not 
be interpreted to require rigid gender roles*° 


Whenever I have had access to the work of womanist, black feminist, fem- 
inista, mujerista (Spanish for “feminist” and “womanist,” respectively), Asian, 
and Bosadi feminist biblical scholars, I have included it. I celebrate their insights 
and contributions to our understanding of the Judeo-Christian tradition. 
Indeed, in the early twenty-first century, postcolonial biblical interpretation 
by men and women from around the globe has emerged in solidarity with 
feminist perspectives as a vital new approach that shares much with feminist 
methodologies and agendas. This can be seen especially clearly in the title of 
Caroline Vander Stichele and Todd Penner’s edited volume Her Master’ Tools? 
Feminist and Postcolonial Engagements of Historical-Critical Discourse. 


HERMENEUTICS 


With working definitions of feminism and womanism in hand, we turn now 
to hermeneutics, the theory of interpretation. The insight that dominates bib- 
lical scholarship today is the recognition that neutral, objective readings of 
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texts, religious or otherwise, are a myth.” What have masqueraded as neutral 
readings were actually biased in the direction of the dominant group, that is, 
white men of a particular class, nationality, and time. They were no more neu- 
tral than feminist readings, and perhaps less so, because they were unaware of 
the point of view behind the interpretations. At the same time, at least some 
feminists value the goal of objectivity, especially in terms of trying to under- 
stand what women’s lives were like in the past, even if we must acknowledge 
that in matters of history complete objectivity is an impossibility. 


MY LIFE EXPERIENCES 


Because our life experiences affect the way we interpret texts and interpreta- 
tions of texts, I will describe my background briefly. I grew up in North Car- 
olina and was raised as a Presbyterian in a family where religion was very 
important. My family is white and middle class, but that does not tell the 
whole story. From my mother, Helen DaVault Ogden, I received a ground- 
ing in Hebrew Bible stories. She read these stories to me nightly from a book 
that became so tattered that we covered it with pink floral wallpaper to keep 
it together. I still remember the print vividly. When the book disintegrated 
further, we finally discarded it. For years I longed to know which children’s 
Bible storybook had such a profound impact on me. 

After my mother read these words in the first edition of this book, she 
found a copy of the book we had used, Jesse Lyman Hurlbut’s Hurlbut’ Story 
of the Bible, and gave it to me for Christmas. Originally copyrighted in 1904, 
it was recopyrighted by his son Charles C. Hurlbut in 1932 and 1947. The 
author told Bible stories to his children and their children and their friends 
for fifty years before writing the stories down for additional generations to 
hear. In reading through this book now, I am fascinated to see that though 
the stories are told from a precritical point of view, women do not fare too 
badly. Eve eats the fruit first, then gives to her husband who eats, but she is 
not vilified. Rahab is included, though not her profession. The story of 
David and Bathsheba’s affair is omitted. Ruth and Esther are there with pos- 
itive roles. 

Hearing those stories over and over again, I learned to rejoice when 
through God’s power the weak overcame the strong. I also learned from my 
mother a profound concern for the dignity of every human being. When I 
was a teenager, my mother was a leader for a black Girl Scout troop. Today 
she is deeply concerned about the rights of Palestinians in Israel. 

My father, Henry Allen Ogden, gave me a strong sense of control over my 
destiny. He impressed upon me the conviction that I could do whatever I set 
my mind to. These seeds later sprouted into a sense of self-worth in spite of 
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what my culture told me. In his retirement my father, who worked as an 
engineer and manager during his professional years, has found tremendous 
satisfaction in doing a variety of service projects utilizing his carpentry skills. 
His concern for helping people has made a deep impression on me. 

I am also grateful for the intellectual awakening that my high school 
English teacher cultivated in me. I can never thank Leslie Pearse enough for 
what she did for me. She taught me how to think critically and ask the right 
questions. 

Beyond the seeds my mother planted in me as a child, my consciousness 
began to be raised about racial issues when I went to Howard Divinity 
School. I chose to go there, not because of any particularly liberal ideas, but 
because my personal circumstances brought me to Washington. I wanted to 
go to a university-related nondenominational seminary, and Howard is the 
only one in Washington. 

The consciousness-raising process continued over thirty years of living in 
Washington, D.C., where my children attended public schools that were 
more than ninety percent black. My return to Howard as a faculty member 
fifteen years ago accelerated the recovery from racism. Howard Divinity School 
is an exciting, cutting-edge seminary with some of the sharpest students and 
faculty anywhere. 

My feminist consciousness also gradually developed as a result of experi- 
ences of mostly subtle, but some not so subtle, sexism and sexual harassment 
in the church, where for almost twenty years I served in various capacities as 
an ordained Presbyterian minister. The opportunity to teach a course on 
women in the Hebrew Bible at Howard immeasurably contributed to my 
acceptance of my own feminism. 

Graduate training was a formative time for me intellectually. My PhD is 
in Semitic languages (Hebrew, Akkadian, Arabic, Ge’ez—the classical lan- 
guage of Ethiopia, etc.) from the Catholic University of America. My disser- 
tation was a rhetorical critical study of Jeremiah 50-51. While at Howard, I 
learned about African American culture; at Catholic University, I experi- 
enced and came to appreciate Catholic culture for the first time. 

My experience of Jewish culture has been more limited. I have attended 
services in Reform, Conservative, and Reconstructionist congregations and 
have officiated at a number of interfaith weddings with a liberal Reform 
rabbi. Jews from Austria, Russia, and Georgia (formerly part of the Soviet 
Union) are friends my family made because of our common involvement in 
music and art. 

The metropolitan Washington area is increasingly multicultural. Among 
my friends have been women born and raised in the Dominican Republic, 
Thailand, and Canada. My adult children’s friends include Asian Americans, 
African Americans, and Latinos. Although such friendships do not make us 
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experts on the cultures of our friends, they do change our perspectives in 
important ways. When I wrote this book I was married, but after over thirty 
years of marriage my former husband and I divorced. I was single for several 
years and have recently remarried. My daughters graduated from college and 
law school and are embarking on work in law firms. I am now much freer 
than ever before to pursue my intellectual and creative interests. 


ASSESSING DIFFERING INTERPRETATIONS 


The recognition that interpreters bring different life experiences to the read- 
ing and interpreting task does not mean that all interpretations are equally 
valid. Several criteria may be used to judge the quality of an interpretation: 
internal consistency, logic, coherence with the text and with the stated inter- 
pretive principles of the interpreter. 

An example from history may be helpful. In the nineteenth century, it was 
common for Southern slavery apologists to use the Bible as justification for 
their position.’ Today we find it difficult to understand how they found 
warrant in Scripture for this cruel practice. Certainly slavery exists in the 
Bible, but slavery in ancient Mediterranean cultures was of a different sort 
than that practiced in the United States in modern times. In addition, 
although the biblical authors took slavery for granted, as they did that the 
earth was flat, this does not mean that the Bible is proslavery any more than 
that its view of the shape of the earth is normative.*? 

Is the modern consensus that slavery is immoral correct? I believe that it is. 
The apologists for slavery drew false conclusions from the biblical materials 
they used. There is a lack of coherence between text and interpretation. Today, 
most biblical readers recognize that a form of slavery existed in biblical times 
and was accepted as part of life. However, nothing in the Bible suggests that 
slavery as it evolved in the modern world is morally acceptable, and much sug- 
gests its immorality. Thus we may say that the contemporary understanding of 
the Bible’s position on slavery is more nearly correct than the one espoused by 
the advocates for slavery. Some interpretations are better than others. Contrary 
to popular opinion, one cannot prove everything one wants to by the Bible. 
Such “proofs” are based on proof-texting: taking texts out of their literary and 
cultural context, as well as ignoring other, equally relevant, biblical texts. 

Although some interpretations do not stand up to close scrutiny, there are 
many gaps in the text that leave room for more than one interpretation. Such 
texts are said to be polyvalent or multivalent. The author who originally 
wrote the text or the editor who brought it into its final form presumably had 
something specific in mind, but the text as it stands is open to more than one 
interpretation. 
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Sometimes we are not even aware that we are filling in a gap. A personal 
example will illustrate. When I was teaching an adult Sunday school class on 
Esther, I commented to the class that Vashti was expected to present herself to 
a drunken male audience with nothing on but her crown. My class was sur- 
prised. They had not read the story that way at all. When we looked at the text 
closely, we discovered what it said: “On the seventh day, when the king was 
merry with wine, he commanded Mehuman, Biztha, Harbona, Bigtha and 
Abagtha, Zethar and Carkas, the seven eunuchs who attended him, to bring 
Queen Vashti before the king, wearing the royal crown, in order to show the 
peoples and the officials her beauty; for she was fair to behold” (Esth. 1:10-11). 
The text does not explicitly say that Vashti was to appear wearing only her 
crown, but it is possible to read the text this way.4° My Sunday school class got 
a good laugh out of this, because I, the minister, had read the story in a more 
risqué way than they had and in a way that was not strictly necessary. 

Although we may fill in some gaps in a number of ways, the cultural con- 
text of the stories provides some constraints. We need to be careful that we 
do not unconsciously read contemporary values into the ancient stories. We 
also should not fill in literary gaps in a way that is inconsistent with infor- 
mation in the story. There is not an endless number of acceptable readings, 
and not all readings are valid. 

We may distinguish between emic and etic readings. Emic readings involve 
looking at the story from an insider’s perspective, as much as is possible, given 
the distance in time and geography from the text. Etic readings, on the other 
hand, view the narrative from an outsider’s perspective. For example, an emic 
reading of the biblical high valuation of women’s roles as mothers understands 
that in a subsistence farming economy women’s birthing and nurturing of 
children, especially the males, who could devote more manual labor to the 
farm operation, was of great economic importance and thus practically was 
highly valuable to the community. In addition, the fact that most women 
probably did not live much past thirty meant that women did not have a long 
life span in which to do much other than domestic responsibilities and some 
physical labor in the fields. An etic reading from a contemporary Western 
feminist perspective is not as appreciative of this high valuation because of the 
modern awareness that women have many more gifts and talents to offer than 
simply giving birth and taking care of children. Both the emic and the etic 
reading have validity; together they are more balanced than either one alone. 

Heather McKay, in reacting to some of the more negative etic readings 
suggests that 


it is time to resile from the recent (and current) practice of blaming and 
apostrophizing male-authored and androcentric texts. Admittedly this has 
been a necessary procedure . . . , but the procedure should now be mod- 
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ulated, if not abandoned. That negative and angry stance will no longer 
serve the purpose of forward-looking feminist scholars who wish to move 
beyond a rhetoric of blame and who wish to foster the creation of, and be 
able to work within, a gender-neutral, or, better, a both-gender-friendly, 
climate of discussion in biblical studies.4! 


In a similar vein, although dealing with a slightly different issue, Alicia 
Ostriker advises: 


Yet if a feminist’s stance toward Scripture is inevitably adversarial, it can 
also be more than that. For to diagnose is not to heal. If our object is to 
retrieve from the palimpsest of patriarchal narrative what the narrative 
attempts to bury and deny, we may seek for traces or tracks of the female 
story. Reading with the eyes of desire, we may peer between the lines for a 
lost past, and we may discover fresh and transforming meanings within 
supposedly familiar stories. Further, remembering that the Bible was— 
whether inspired from above or not—written down here below, by human 
beings over a period of millennia in acts of composition not so very dif- 
ferent from our own, we may want to recognize how filled it is with gaps 
and fractures, and take advantage of its contradictions. When we do so, we 
cease to posit a simple polarity or adversarial relationship between male 
text and female re-writers. Instead, we begin to discover that our revision- 
ist interpretations of the Bible are not simply forbidden by the text and tra- 
dition we are challenging. They are also invited and supported.” 


The pluriform nature of interpretation is sometimes disturbing to mod- 
ern believers. Even more upsetting is the discovery that biblical texts do not 
always give a uniform or consistent picture. Kathleen Farmer comments on 
this situation as it exists in Proverbs, but her words could be extended to the 
entire Hebrew Bible: 


I suggest that the literary conventions of Israel were quite different from 
our own, that those who collected the “words of the wise” and those who 
found them worthy of inclusion in our canon of Scripture were not as con- 
cerned with unanimity or consistency as we often are. Studying the texts 
themselves leads to the conclusion that plurality of thought was not merely 
tolerated but was actually embraced and celebrated by the wise and those 
who held them in esteem. We modern readers ought not to expect the bib- 
lical writings to conform to our own literary notions of propriety. 


Between the postmodern awareness that all interpretations are influenced 
by the context of the interpreter and that the texts themselves are often mul- 
tivalent and inconsistent, on the one hand, and the human yearning for han- 
dles on the truth, on the other, tension exists.44 What we accept as truth are 
the readings that resonate with our experiences. These resonances are not just 
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individual. They are to some degree conditioned by the various communities 
of which we are a part. 

Human knowledge is limited. Nevertheless we can be aware of our 
limitations and simultaneously have firmly rooted convictions. Such convic- 
tions empower us to work energetically for the benefit of the larger human 
community. 


FEMINIST HERMENEUTICS 


Feminist hermeneutics may be defined as the interpreting of texts with the 
principles of feminism in mind. To put it another way, feminist hermeneu- 
tics is the business of reading texts with sensitivity to issues of gender. That, 
however, is a rather cold definition of an enterprise that is anything but emo- 
tionally cool. Phyllis Trible has a wonderful definition: “a critique of culture 
in light of misogyny.”4° Renita Weems broadens the focus: “A challenge for 
marginalized readers in general, and African American women in particular, 
has been to use whatever means necessary to recover the voice of the oppressed 
within biblical texts.”4” It should be added, however, that not all feminists 
are looking at gender issues with the assumption that everything was nega- 
tive; some are seeking to understand ancient women’s experience with less 
judgmental lenses. Nevertheless, the fact that they are interested in what the 
world was like for biblical women still sets them apart from traditional main- 
stream biblical scholars who rarely concern themselves with the clues in texts 
relating to women. 

The energy for feminist hermeneutics comes principally from the experi- 
ence of women, many of whom are painfully aware of living in a society in 
which the norm is still largely masculine, in spite of a great deal of progress. 
For womanists and other nonwhite feminists, the pain is intensified by the 
awareness of the Eurocentric nature of the norm. 

Yet even the interpretation of our experience as oppressive comes in part 
from the Judeo-Christian tradition with its liberation themes.*® So we cri- 
tique the tradition with tools derived from the tradition in the first place. 
Christians, Jews, and scholars from other faith traditions, as well as those not 
identified with any religious community, are involved in feminist interpreta- 
tion of biblical texts. Blacks and whites, as well as people from Asian, Latin, 
and other ethnic backgrounds, are making important contributions. Each 
brings a slightly different perspective to the work, but all share in the bond 
of struggle against sexism. 

Renita Weems has addressed the issue of womanist hermeneutics. Her 
approach, cited above, suggests that womanists may use many different 
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approaches to interpret texts and that the focus may be on any characters, 
men or women, who are especially marginalized or oppressed. 

Mexican biblical scholar Elsa Tamez believes that interpreters need to 
gain distance from traditional interpretations. This distance will make it 
possible to come closer to the text. She suggests that Latin American readers 
will then be able to take into account their own particular experiences as 
they read the Scriptures. In particular, Latin American women need to dis- 
tance themselves from what she describes as the “macho culture.” Latin 
American women also read within a framework of poverty, malnutrition, 
repression, torture, Indian genocide, and war. Finally, Latin American 
women need to bring their perspective to bear not just on texts about 
women but on the entire Bible.*? 

Kwok Pui-Lan, a Chinese Christian feminist, reads the Bible in a non- 
Christian world and questions whether the Bible contains all the truth. She 
measures the authority and meaningfulness of the Bible within the context of 
her Christian community. She uses Asian cultural and religious traditions 
and sacred texts as the context for biblical reflection and sees the social biog- 
raphy of her people as the key for biblical interpretation.” 

Similarly, Chung Hyun Kyung believes that Asian women’s theology must 
locate God’s revelation in the lives of Korean people in order to overrun the 
legacy of the Bible’s colonizing function, which served to make Asian Chris- 
tians dependent on Western biblical interpretation.*! 


CONTRIBUTIONS OF FEMINIST INTERPRETERS 


Some of the areas in which feminist interpreters have made important con- 
tributions are: 


1. Beginning a systematic investigation into the status and role of women 
in ancient Israelite culture 

2. The rediscovery and assessment of overlooked biblical traditions 
involving women 

3. The reassessment of famous passages and books about women, such as 
the book of Ruth 

4, The discovery of feminine biblical images of God 

5. Developments in the area of translation principles relating to women’s 
concerns’? 

6. Consideration of the history of the reception and appropriation of 
biblical texts about women, in various cultural settings, especially in art, 
both graphic and cinematographic, literature, and most recently music 
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Another area that feminists in general and womanists in particular could 
fruitfully address is biblical women with special ties to Africa. I have tried to 
do some of this work in this volume, but much more needs to be done. 


PATRIARCHY 


Patriarchy, a term that feminists frequently use, needs clarification before we 
move on. Most of the words that feminists employ to describe “the prob- 
lem,” such as androcentrism, misogyny, and sexism, are used with their ordi- 
nary dictionary definitions. The word “patriarchy” is different. Technically, it 
means the rule of the father. In feminist literature, it includes androcentrism, 
misogyny, and sexism. 

Not all feminist interpreters are satisfied with the word patriarchy.*? They 
contend that it is emotionally charged and somewhat vague. Because it is 
used so frequently by feminist interpreters, however, I will use it in its gener- 
ally accepted meaning of “male dominated” and “oppressive of women.” 

However, I want to challenge some of the modern blinders that some- 
times prevent contemporary readers from a fair assessment of ancient cul- 
ture. Gut reactions need to give way to knowledgeable, critical reflection on 
biblical texts and the ancient milieu in comparison with the modern world. 
For example, as discussed above regarding emic and etic readings, biblical 
women who produced many children, especially male children, were highly 
esteemed. In a premodern agricultural setting, sons were valuable economic 
commodities. Today, in the modern Western economic world, children are 
economic liabilities, though highly valued for other reasons. Is modern cul- 
ture’s tendency to value women who bring home large paychecks, especially 
when their work may be drudgery, any more humane than the ancient 
world’s esteem of fertile mothers? In both the ancient and modern context, 
economics matters. It shapes our values and choices. 


FEMINIST APPROACHES TO THE AUTHORITY 
OF SCRIPTURE 


For post-Christian, culturally Jewish, and separatist feminists, Scripture has 
no religious authority. For feminists who identify themselves with a faith tra- 
dition tied to the Hebrew Bible, however, the issue of the authority of Scrip- 
ture is very important. This matter has been debated for centuries. The 
development of higher criticism in the nineteenth century started heated dis- 
cussions that continue in some religious communities to this day. 
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Feminist studies of Jewish and Christian Scriptures have provided a new 
focus for these issues. The problem is: How can a feminist accept a sacred lit- 
erature that includes so much that suggests or even sanctions the inferiority 
of women? Either the sanctity of the Scripture or the principles of feminism 
are called into question. Trible puts it this way: “I face a terrible dilemma: 
Choose ye this day whom you will serve: the God of the fathers or the God 
of sisterhood. If the God of the fathers, then the Bible supplies models for 
your slavery. If the God of sisterhood, then you must reject patriarchal reli- 
gion and go forth without models to claim your freedom.”*4 

For most feminist Jews and Christians, the basic tenets of feminism 
are nondebatable. How one understands the Scriptures is open to considera- 
tion. On one end of the spectrum are those who can find no way of resolv- 
ing the tension between feminism and the Bible. For them, the Bible is 
irremediably androcentric, irredeemably sexist. Many feminists in this group 
do not wish to renounce religion entirely, only the sexist forms of it they find 
oppressive. Mary Daly is the leading example. Women of this persuasion are 
finding spiritual nourishment in the worship of goddesses, drawing from 
ancient sources. Although philosophically their position may appear extreme, 
the insights of these women are touching the larger American spiritual 
community. 

Those who do not categorically reject the Bible deal with it in a number 
of ways. One of the most helpful discussions comes from Elisabeth Schiissler 
Fiorenza.°° She outlines three basic approaches and a number of categories 
within the first two. The first one, she says, is used by feminists who belong 
to conservative churches, although these methods are used by feminists who 
consider themselves liberal as well. The more conservatively inclined Chris- 
tians hold to the traditional belief that the canon forms an inerrant unity in 
which there can be no theological inconsistencies. Schiissler Fiorenza out- 
lines five hermeneutical strategies within this first approach: 


1. The /oyalist approach uses a hierarchy of truth method. For example, 
many feminists believe that the admonition to submission in Eph- 
esians 5 should be understood as mutual submission and that it must 
be understood in the light of Galatians 3:28: “There is no longer Jew 
or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and 
female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” 

2. A universalist and essentialist approach is used by some feminists, often 
in conjunction with the loyalist approach. Texts that are timeless, such 
as Galatians 3:28, take priority over texts that speak to a particular his- 
torical situation, such as 1 Corinthians 11:2—16, which enjoins women 
to wear a head covering or a certain style of hair. 
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3. The compensatory strategy seeks to balance the androcentric nature of 


Scripture with emphasis on stories of strong women, feminine imagery, 
and so forth. 


4, The contrast strategy involves making a contrast between biblical cul- 


ture and contemporary culture. For example, to compare Abrahams 
action of passing Sarah off as his sister, with all its attendant sexual 
danger for Sarah, to the insights of modern feminism on rape, is to 
compare not just apples with oranges but apples with camels. 


5. The redemptive strategy seeks to redeem Scripture from patriarchal 


confines, similar to the third strategy. The redemptive method involves 
gathering texts that show signs of feminine strength and retelling the 
stories in memory of the victims. This approach has been used exten- 
sively by Phyllis Trible.*° 


Schiissler Fiorenza’s second approach describes feminists who recognize 
the pervasive androcentric character of Scripture and who seek to isolate a 
central authoritative biblical principle that validates equal rights and libera- 
tion struggles, which in effect creates a canon within a canon. Four strategies 
within this approach can be discerned: 


ie 


Some feminists seek a liberating theme, tradition, text, or principle from 
the Bible as the hermeneutical key to interpreting the Bible. For example, 
Letty Russell suggests “God’s promises for the mending of creation.”*” 


. Another strategy sees the Bible becoming authoritative in the interplay 


between the ancient world that produced the text, the literary text 
itself, and the modern reader of the text. This position, as proposed by 
Sharon Ringe, rejects any criteria extrinsic to the biblical text for eval- 
uating the various biblical texts, believing instead that the Bible con- 
tains its own critique. For example, the principle of “no harm” can be 
gleaned from Isaiah 11:6-9. 


. A third strategy, called a hermeneutics of correlation, recognizes that 


the Bible does not explicitly articulate a critical feminist norm. Theo- 
logians such as Rosemary Radford Ruether express such a norm, for 
example, “the full humanity of women,” and then correlate it with a 
biblical principle such as the prophetic dynamic in the Hebrew Bible. 


. A fourth strategy suggests, in effect, canonizing women’s experience as 


a kind of third testament.*® 


Schiissler Fiorenza suggests a third alternative to the conservative and 
“canon within a canon” approaches. In both of these approaches, authority is 
located in the text. Her approach sees authority located in what she calls 
woman-church, essentially the feminist women and men who seek or expe- 


rience God’s liberating presence in the midst of the struggle for liberation. 
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She writes: “A critical feminist hermeneutics of liberation therefore abandons 
the quest for a liberating canonical text and shifts its focus to a discussion of 
the process of biblical interpretation [emphasis hers] that can grapple with the 
oppressive as well as the liberating functions of particular biblical texts in 
women’s lives and struggles.”©° She says that this approach includes four “key 
moments”: a hermeneutics of suspicion, a hermeneutics of historical inter- 
pretation and reconstruction, a hermeneutics of ethical and theological eval- 
uation, and a hermeneutics of creative imagination and ritualization. 

The hermeneutics of suspicion “scrutinizes the presuppositions and inter- 
ests of interpreters, and those of biblical commentators as well as the andro- 
centric strategies of the biblical text itself.”°! The hermeneutics of historical 
interpretation and reconstruction attempts to reconstruct history in such a way 
that marginalized and subordinated “others” can be visible. The hermeneutics 
of ethical and theological evaluation “assesses the oppressive or liberatory ten- 
dencies inscribed in the text as well as the functions of the text in historical and 
contemporary situations.”°? The hermeneutics of creative imagination and 
ritualization “retells biblical stories and celebrates our biblical foresisters in a 
feminist/womanist key.” 

The authority of the Bible is both a personal, emotional issue and an intel- 
lectually demanding one. Some feminists have rejected the Bible’s authority 
because of its androcentrism. Many others have sought ways in which the 
liberating messages of the Bible may be heard without accepting the sexism 
found in significant parts of the Scriptures. None of the methods has won 
universal acceptance. Ultimately each of us accepts as authoritative those 
texts that ring true within the context of our experiences. 


METHODS OF INTERPRETATION 


Related to the issue of the authority of Scripture is the question of what 
methods feminist interpreters use in approaching the texts. The vast major- 
ity of feminist biblical scholars are trained in what is called the historical- 
critical method. Although we can debate, using the words of the African 
American poet Audre Lorde, whether her master’s tools can dismantle her 
master’s house, the consensus is that these tools are essential, if not suffi- 
cient.©4 Within the historical-critical method, Katharine Sakenfeld delin- 
eates three approaches.® These methods are not rigidly separated. They are 
sometimes used in combination. 

The first approach is literary criticism. Trible is the best-known practi- 
tioner of this approach. Her type of literary criticism is called “rhetorical crit- 
icism.” The literary critic studies the text to determine what the words and 
combinations of words mean.°° 
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There are many forms of literary criticism. Among them are narratology 
and speech-act theory, utilized by literary critic Mieke Bal. This very techni- 
cal kind of literary approach is difficult to summarize briefly. The results of 
Bal’s work will be included in the chapters below, but a description of her 
method is beyond the scope of this book. Poststructural literary theories 
emphasize the reader’s response to the text rather than either the author's (or 
the editor’s) intention or the text itself.°” 

The second method Sakenfeld calls “culturally cued literary reading.” This 
approach reads the text in its social context. In contrast to the first method, 
which looks at the text without much reference to the historical or social set- 
ting in which it was written, this second approach is acutely aware of the need 
to interpret texts in the context of the social world that gave rise to them. 
Esther Fuchs and Renita Weems favor this method,® which is widely used 
today. Gale Yee’s sociological methodology also fits into this category.” 

The third approach focuses more on historical inquiry than on literary 
study. Using archaeological evidence, data from other ancient cultures, and 
comparative sociological and anthropological models, scholars such as Carol 
Meyers and Phyllis Bird try to reconstruct an accurate picture of women’s 
lives in ancient Israel.”° Eleanor Ferris Beach, who begins with iconographic 
evidence, and Susan Ackerman also belong here. Of the three approaches, 
this has the fewest practitioners, in part because the data is so limited and the 
training more technical than in other approaches. 

Because the Hebrew Bible is written in an ancient Semitic language, bib- 
lical scholars must concern themselves with philology, or what the words 
mean. Determining the correct meaning is not always easy, because biblical 
Hebrew is a dead language (as is the Koine Greek in which some of the apoc- 
ryphal stories are written, as well as the New Testament), and many words 
occur only a few times, some only once. Context and comparisons with sim- 
ilar words in other related languages sometimes provide clues. Several impor- 
tant studies by feminist scholars involve a philological approach. 

Other disciplines of biblical studies are sometimes used, such as textual crit- 
icism, which is the study of the ancient texts that underlie the translations used 
in churches and synagogues. In addition, because many feminist biblical inter- 
preters are persons of faith and some are ordained ministers, theological and 
ethical approaches are often combined with any or all of the above.”! Some 
interpreters also apply various types of psychological models to the stories. 

Because many of the stories of the biblical characters are probably a mixture 
of history and fiction, most feminist biblical scholars do not attempt to recon- 
struct the historical persons. Most restrict their efforts to studying the stories 
from a literary perspective, with more or less reference to what is known of the 
history and culture of the period. Those who approach the material historically 


INTRODUCTION 25 


usually are trying not so much to reconstruct individuals as to understand 
women’s roles at various points in the history of ancient Israel. 


WOMEN’S STATUS IN ANCIENT ISRAEL 


Most of what we know of women’s status in ancient Israel comes from laws 
and stories in the Hebrew Bible. Before we turn to the biblical stories about 
women, it will be useful background to look at what the biblical laws tell us 
about women’s status.’” 

Biblical law is very different from modern law. There are several collec- 
tions of laws, from different historical periods and of different types. None of 
these collections is comprehensive. A common ancient Near Eastern culture 
(including southwest Asia and north Africa) is assumed, including patrilin- 
eality (descent traced through the father), patrilocality (the wife moving into 
the household of the husband’s family), extended family, polygyny, concubi- 
nage, slavery, and the double standard. However, biblical laws exact harsher 
penalties for sexual transgressions than their counterparts in other ancient 
Near Eastern law. Similarly, laws that sought to maintain the exclusive wor- 
ship of Yahweh were quite severe. 

Most of the apodictic laws, those written in direct address, such as the Ten 
Commandments, were written to and for males. “You shall not covet your 
neighbor's wife” is clearly not addressed to women. The casuistic laws simi- 
larly began usually with the phrase “If a man [’#* = male] does X.. .” 

The basic unit in Hebrew society was the family, headed by the father; it 
was called “the father’s house.” The religious community in turn was made 
up of adult males, all those who had been circumcised. These are the people 
Israel, who are also the warriors. This community shaped the laws that aimed 
to preserve the integrity of the family, where the family is frequently identi- 
fied with its male head. Laws protected the man’s rights against external and 
internal threats. Sometimes laws were concerned with dependents’ rights. 

The woman’s primary responsibility was to bear children for her husband. 
Adultery by a married woman was punishable by death. Infidelity by the hus- 
band was not considered a crime, unless it was with a married woman. Brides 
were supposed to be virgins. If found to have committed fornication, they 
could theoretically be executed. However, a man who violated an unmarried 
woman had simply to marry her. Prostitution was tolerated, although female 
prostitutes were outcasts. Divorce was practiced, but only as a male prerogative. 

Normally, property was passed from father to son. Ordinarily, only when 
no sons were available could daughters inherit, and then they were required 
to marry within their clan. As a result, the property would remain within the 
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clan. Their sons would eventually inherit the property. A related legal insti- 
tution was levirate marriage. In this arrangement a (sonless) widow mated 
with her brother-in-law to obtain heirs for her dead husband. 

Before marriage, a woman was dependent on her father for support. After 
marriage, she relied on her husband. If her husband died and they had no 
children, the property would revert to the husband’s clan. The widow was 
then expected to return to her father’s house. This apparently was not always 
possible. As a result, widows were often the subject, along with orphans and 
sojourners, of prophetic pleas for aid. 

Only men could be priests. Only males were required to attend the 
three annual pilgrim feasts. Women were also frequently prohibited from par- 
ticipation because of ritual uncleanliness from menstruation and childbirth. 
The period of impurity observed after a son was born was seven days, but after 
a daughter, fourteen days. Other laws placed greater monetary value on men 
than on women. For example, Leviticus 27:1-8 lists the different amounts of 
shekels required to release males and females of different ages from vows relat- 
ing to religious service. It must be recognized, however, that because of men’s 
greater physical strength they were able to contribute more labor than women 
or children could. In the contemporary world, children and senior citizens are 
often charged lower prices at restaurants or theaters, but this does not mean 
that they are considered either less or more valuable.” 

On the positive side, children were told to honor both father and mother. 
Most of the laws about impurity were egalitarian in theory, if not in practice. 
Laws that dealt with major ethical, moral, and cultic sins did not discrimi- 
nate on the basis of sex. Both men and women could undertake binding reli- 
gious obligations. However, a father or husband could annul the vow of a 
daughter or wife if “family” interests dictated. 

The legal situation for ancient Israelite women was not very attractive. 
Bird summarizes as follows: 


The picture of woman obtained from the Old Testament laws can be 
summarized in the first instance as that of a legal non-person; where she 
does become visible it is as a dependent, and usually an inferior, in a male- 
centered and male-dominated society. The laws, by and large, do not 
address her; most do not even acknowledge her existence. She comes to 
view only in situations (a) where males are lacking in essential socioeco- 
nomic roles (the female heir); (b) where she requires special protection 
(the widow); (c) where sexual offenses involving women are treated; and 
(d) where sexually defined or sexually differentiated states, roles and/or 
occupations are dealt with (the female slave or captive as wife, the woman 
as mother, and the sorceress). Where ranking occurs she is always inferior 
to the male. Only in her role as mother is she accorded status and honor 
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equivalent to a man’s. Nevertheless she is always subject to the authority 
of some male (father, husband or brother), except when widowed or 
divorced—an existentially precarious type of independence in Israel.” 


If the legal situation of women in ancient Israel makes your blood boil, 
take a few deep breaths. Some of the stories we will consider will make these 
laws appear to be generous. Yet we should not be quick to judge. The mod- 
ern world and ancient Israel are so different that it is easy to condemn. It is 
more difficult, but more helpful, first to understand. Then we may be in a 
position to evaluate. 


THE EVERYDAY LIVES OF HEBREW WOMEN 
BEFORE THE MONARCHY 


One voice that has been raised in this direction is that of archaeologist and 
Hebrew Bible scholar Carol Meyers.” She sees the emphasis on women’s 
maternal roles as deriving from economic necessity. The Hebrews needed to 
produce many children to survive in the primitive agrarian society that existed 
in the early years of their community. She argues for the existence of much 
greater equality between the sexes in the premonarchic period than later. She 
suggests that changes in women’s status may have been caused by the central- 
ization of monarchy, which was in turn precipitated by external threats. 

On the basis of archaeological finds, some biblical data, and a cross- 
disciplinary approach to interpreting the various data, Meyers paints a picture 
of a decentralized society, in which a little new technology made subsistence 
in the highlands of Palestine possible. Cisterns were used to catch scarce rain- 
water. Hillsides were terraced to prevent erosion and preserve as much mois- 
ture as possible. Both women and men had to contribute to the huge amount 
of labor needed to build and maintain the terraces and to sow, cultivate, and 
reap the crops. In this situation, lots of children were needed to increase the 
labor supply. A high birthrate was also a hedge against frequent losses to dis- 
ease and war. As a result, women spent a large amount of time and energy in 
childbirth and related activities. Nevertheless they still provided around forty 
percent of the labor, not counting their work in childbearing and infant nur- 
ture, which also contributed to the economic viability of the community. 

In this decentralized society, the split between domestic and public life 
that later occurred was nonexistent. Men and women worked side by side 
interdependently to survive. Meyers depicts a life of hard work, but of much 
greater equality than we might have expected in this early period in biblical 
history. 
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THE EVERYDAY LIVES OF WOMEN 
DURING THE MONARCHY 


The social-scientific literature about women’s lives during the monarchy is 
meager. It may be that women lost power and status during this period of 
more centralized government. This is the view of Naomi Steinberg.”° Carol 
Meyers believes that because most people continued their agrarian life style, 
the changes from the premonarchic to the monarchic period may not have 
been dramatic.” Women transformed crops into edible forms, produced 
clothing, and nurtured children, all time-consuming work.” Some women 
also worked “outside the home,” weaving fabric, working for the palace as 
cooks, bakers, couriers, and perfumers, and in the arts as singers, dancers, 
and poets.’? 


THE EVERYDAY LIVES OF WOMEN 
AFTER THE MONARCHY 


The postexilic period has generally been thought of as a low period for 
women. This is largely because of the negative attitudes expressed especially 
toward foreign women in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah. However, 
Tamara Eskenazi disagrees. On the basis of evidence from Elephantine, a 
Jewish colony in Egypt, she writes: 


These documents from Elephantine begin to sketch legal and social roles 
for women that we do not normally ascribe to biblical or postexilic com- 
munities. They show women in the Jewish community who are able to 
rise from slavery to a position in the temple, to divorce their husbands, 
hold property, buy and sell. The documents also confirm the fact that 
daughters inherit even when there is a son. Consequently, these docu- 
ments compel us to revise some typical assumptions about women’s roles 
in the postexilic era.°° 


Eskenazi believes further that a similar legal situation may have obtained in 
Jewish Palestine. Her belief is based on one important supposition. Eskenazi 
and a number of scholars suspect that the real opposition to foreign mar- 
riages in the postexilic community was economic and political, even though 
the language used is religious and ethnic. 


Accordingly, ethnic purity may be an excuse for a more pragmatic eco- 
nomic and social concern about loss of inherited land. This explanation 
for the opposition to mixed marriages is appealing. Its strongest support 
comes, in my opinion, not from the sociological or linguistic analyses, but 
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from Elephantine documents such as the ones we have discussed. The fear 
of mixed marriages with their concomitant loss of property to the community 
makes most sense when women can, in fact, inherit [emphasis hers]. Such 


loss would not be possible when women did not have legal rights to their 
husbands’ or fathers’ land.*! 


Eskenazi also finds references in Ezra-Nehemiah to women playing 
important roles. She notes that in Nehemiah 8:2—4, at the climax of the 
restoration of the temple, when the Torah is read publicly, both men and 
women are present. Unlike the first giving of the law at Sinai, when it is not 
clear that women were present, here they clearly are.8? 


THE INTERSECTION OF SEX AND RACE 
IN THE HEBREW BIBLE 


Many feminist interpreters have studied women’s stories in the Hebrew Bible 
over the last thirty years. A few black biblical scholars have focused on issues 
of race and ethnicity in the Judeo-Christian Scriptures. Leading the way is 
African American New Testament scholar of Howard Divinity School Cain 
Felder, with his best-selling book Troubling Biblical Waters? and its sequel 
Stony the Road We Trod.*4 

There are even fewer black female biblical scholars than black male bibli- 
cal scholars in this country. Renita Weems has done pioneering work in this 
area.’ Both Felder and Weems point out that racial prejudice does not exist 
in the Scriptures.°° In the Song of Songs (also called the Song of Solomon) 
1:5 the woman says, “I am black and beautiful.” Modern prejudice, however, 
has been imposed on the biblical material. The passage just quoted has often 
been translated, “I am dark, but comely” (KJV) or the like, and understood 
to be a negative comment on people of African descent.®’ The context, how- 
ever, suggests that she is ashamed of her sunburnt complexion, not of her 
natural hue. Song of Songs 1:6 says, “Do not gaze at me because I am dark, 
because the sun has gazed on me.” 

Although racism as we know it today is a modern phenomenon, alien to 
the world of the Bible, the ancients were certainly aware of ethnic differences 
and experienced tensions that are not entirely dissimilar to modern prob- 
lems. Nevertheless there was no animosity in ancient times toward people 
with darker complexions. To the contrary, Africans were highly regarded.*® 

Therefore it is important that we not read into the biblical texts racist 
assumptions that are alien to the Bible. This is an excellent example of how 
important it is to be aware of our assumptions. Without such awareness, it is 
likely that we will transfer our modern attitudes back into the ancient texts 
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and thus misread the texts. Most white Americans assume that the biblical 
characters looked like them. This is evident in the pictures in children’s Sun- 
day school literature and even in adult material. For example, on the cover of 
Edith Deen’s All of the Women of the Bible, three women, all obviously north- 
ern European, are depicted. Where is Hagar, the daughter of Pharaoh, or the 
Queen of Sheba? Even the matriarchs should not be depicted as though they 
were what we call white. 

Beyond the biblical women who were clearly African, we know that the 
Hebrew people were mixed ethnically. Abraham and Sarah left their home- 
land in Mesopotamia and journeyed to Canaan. Because of famine, however, 
their descendants went down to Egypt, where they stayed for four hundred 
years, intermarrying with the Egyptians. 

Joseph married an Egyptian woman by the name of Asenath. From that 
union were born Manasseh and Ephraim, two of the eponymous ancestors of 
the Israelite tribes. Moses himself was recognized as an Egyptian by his Mid- 
ianite father-in-law’s daughters. His name, as well as a host of other famous 
biblical characters, was probably Egyptian.8? He was married to a Cushite, 
that is, a black woman (Num. 12:1). The crowd that left Egyptian bondage 
is called “mixed” by the Bible (Exod. 12:38). 

Thus we may describe the Hebrews as Afri-Asiatics.”” Today we would be 
more likely to call them black or mixed than white. The representations of 
the Hebrews presented in so many Sunday school booklets as white Euro- 
peans simply will not do. 

Some years ago I saw a beautiful coffee table book of color photographic 
portraits of men who had been chosen by the author as modern-day repre- 
sentatives of the disciples of Jesus. Each portrait was accompanied by written 
text about the disciples. Of course, we dont know what the disciples looked 
like. Nevertheless I was intrigued by the attempt to depict what the disciples 
might have looked like. Following that model, I ask the reader to picture 
women as they may have looked in biblical times. These imagined portraits 
should not look like women of primarily northern European descent. Biblical 
women are people of color. If a picture is worth a thousand words, perhaps 
these portraits will help as much as the many words in this book to change the 
image of biblical women that we moderns carry in our heads. Although the 
ethnic mixtures of Hebrew women were not the same as contemporary African 
Americans, since they had more Asian and less European ancestry than most 
African Americans, they were certainly people of color. 

As we study the women of the Hebrew Bible, we will take note of those 
whose ethnic identity is clearly African. We will also celebrate the ethnic 
diversity that is present in the ancient Hebrew community. This is important 
as one small way we can lay the foundations for the multicultural world into 
which we are moving. 
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SELECTION CRITERIA 


Although this volume includes many feminist biblical interpreters, not every 
author or every book and article could be included. My choices are based on a 
number of criteria. First, I have included authors and their works that have 
been historically significant, even if their views are no longer widely accepted. 
My choices are not limited to interpreters with doctorates. Serious lay com- 
mentators as well as credentialed biblical scholars are included. I have tried to 
be inclusive of groups that have traditionally been marginalized. The work of 
men who share feminist principles and also the work of some women who may 
not be comfortable with the label “feminist” are included. I do not know per- 
sonally all the authors I discuss. Few explicitly label themselves feminist or 
antifeminist. My choices are based on the content of their work. A few unpub- 
lished papers are included that I have heard at scholarly meetings when I felt the 
work was important and not covered by anything already in print. Inevitably, 
some feminist interpreters and their work have been left out. I hope that I have 
included enough, however, to give a good overview of this ever-expanding field. 


HELPMATES, HARLOTS, AND HEROES: 
A WORD ABOUT THE TITLE 


The title of this book describes many of the types of women we find in the 
Bible, but not all. “Helpmates” comes from the Revised Standard Version 
(RSV) of Genesis 2:18. It refers to the role of woman as a helping mate or 
wife. For our purposes we will broaden the concept to include the role of 
mother, since wives were usually mothers as well. The term “harlots” is used 
here for the prostitutes of the biblical world.?! We think of Rahab and of 
Tamar, daughter-in-law of Judah, who played the harlot with Judah to obtain 
offspring for her dead husband. “Heroes” includes the Miriams, Deborahs, 
Ruths, Esthers, Queens of Sheba, and all the Hebrew women who stand out 
as acting independently or valiantly. 

As inclusive as these three terms are, they do not quite cover everybody. 
They do not include Tamar, David’s daughter, who is raped. Neither do they 
cover Jephthah’s daughter, who is sacrificed by her father because of a 
thoughtless vow he made to God. Unfortunately, no appropriate term begin- 
ning with the letter / exists in English to cover such cases. We could call these 
women the harassed or the harmed, but these words are not strong enough 
terms. We need a word that means victim, the object of brutal behavior. 

In an ironic way it is perhaps appropriate that the Hebrew women who 
were brutally victimized remain invisible in our title. The appropriateness 
lies in the reality that too often such victimized women are invisible. We do 
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not notice them in the Bible or in the modern world. We do not like to hear 
about their stories or to think about them. In spite of their omission in the 
title, they will not be omitted in this book. Their stories need to be heard. 

Eve’s story is so important that an entire chapter is devoted to her. Inter- 
pretations of her story have been incredibly influential. They have powerfully 
shaped the negative views of women in the Western world. The feminist 
interpretations that have developed over the last twenty-five years have pro- 
vided much more positive readings of this pivotal story. 

The women of the Hebrew Bible who are presented to us in historical nar- 
ratives are considered in chapters 3 through 7. These stories read like history, 
and many readers assume they are history. Most biblical scholars, however, 
believe that these stories are a mixture of fiction and nonfiction. Ancient his- 
torians went about their task in a very different way from modern ones. His- 
torical accuracy was not nearly as important to them as telling a good story 
and making an important moral point. The modern reader can rarely be 
certain how much of a story is historically accurate and how much is literary 
fiction. For the most part, feminist biblical interpreters do not seek the his- 
torical Sarah or Rebekah or Rachel. Most feminists concentrate on interpret- 
ing the literary characters that we meet in the biblical texts, rather than 
trying to determine their historicity. 

The stories of the women presented in each chapter are briefly retold to 
refresh the reader’s memory. Then the more significant feminist and woman- 
ist interpretations of the characters are presented. 

In chapters 8 and 9, I stretch the term “women’s stories” to include some 
prophetic reinterpretations of early Hebrew women and the personified 
female figure Wisdom. 

In chapter 10, women characters in what many scholars believe to be 
purely fictional stories are presented. Here we find the stories of Ruth and 
Esther. The stories of Susanna and Judith are also included, even though they 
are not in the Hebrew Bible or in the Protestant Old Testament (though the 
Apocrypha was originally printed in a separate section in the King James Ver- 
sion). They are in the Roman Catholic and Orthodox Old Testament and are 
similar in many ways to Ruth and Esther. 

The final chapter summarizes and reflects. Although the main purpose of 
this book is to present the most important feminist interpretations of the 
most important women in the Hebrew Bible, a secondary goal is to evaluate 
both the biblical material and the feminist interpretations of it. There is both 
positive and negative material in the first testament as regards women, and 
some material may be seen as either positive or negative, depending on the 
perspective adopted. 

It is my belief that the biblical short stories involving female heroes—Ruth, 
Esther, Susanna, and Judith—are the most subversive of patriarchy. These sto- 
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ries are probably among the most recent material in the Old Testament. 
Although the movement in the Old Testament is not uniformly in the right 
direction, the end of the story is the best part from some feminist perspec- 
tives. It is part of the foundation for what follows in the New Testament. But 
that is another story. 

Not covered in this book are feminist interpretations of feminine imagery 
of God, of other feminine imagery with exceptions noted above in chapter 8, 
or of men’s stories. The reason for these exclusions is primarily that this book 
is focused on women’s stories. In addition, I have not included much mate- 
rial on the ways the stories of biblical women have been interpreted through 
the centuries in literature, art, film, or music. Space simply did not permit 
entry into this fascinating work. 

Another area not included here is work on possible feminine authorship 
of biblical stories. The reason for this exclusion is that few feminist authors 
have written much on this matter, probably because it is difficult to deter- 
mine the gender of authors with any degree of reliability. 

The best-known work on this subject, The Book of J,?” is hardly a feminist 
book. Harold Bloom argues that the author of one of the strands of the Pen- 
tateuch (first five books of the Bible), described as J by biblical scholars, was 
a woman. That sounds good, but the subtext of the book is a subtle put- 
down of biblical scholars in general and feminist scholars in particular. In 
one of the few reviews of Bloom's book written by a woman, Adrien Bled- 
stein casts her review in the form ofa letter to the author. She writes: “While 
readers may delight in your thesis that J is an ironic woman, part of your pur- 
pose is clearly blasphemy. You tweak the noses of biblical scholars; you tease 
feminists by presenting the greatest storyteller of the bible as a woman who 
in her urbane sophistication cares little about issues of injustice and oppres- 
sion; you bait believers.”?’ Although Bledstein disagrees with Bloom at many 
points, she likes his idea that J may have been a woman.*4 Most feminists 
generally suspect that the majority of the biblical authors and editors were 
probably men. However, Athalya Brenner and Fokkelien van Dijk-Hemmes 
have devised a new approach to the question of the gender of authors. Rec- 
ognizing that most biblical literature has undergone an extensive oral and 
written transmission, they suggest that to speak of authors at all is mislead- 
ing. Rather, they propose looking for the F (feminine) and M (masculine) 
voices that can be discerned in the text. Examples of F voices include victory 
songs, wisdom speeches, love songs, prayers, birth songs, and naming songs. 
Brenner and van Dijk-Hemmes’s work breaks an impasse in feminist biblical 
scholarship.” Nevertheless, it is still probably true that the Hebrew Bible 
reflects many more M voices than F voices. For the most part, it is an andro- 
centric book filled with stories reflecting M concerns. In many ways it was a 
man’s world. But some of us find in these stories a glimmer of something that 
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transcends the androcentrism. Thus we reenter that story world, focusing on 
the stories about women. We read these stories again in hopes of finding a 
word to liberate us from the past and to open the door to a better future. 


DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 


1. How do you feel about feminism? If you consider yourself a feminist, 
which type of feminism do you prefer—the one aiming for equality and 
reconciliation, or the one seeking the ascendancy of women? Do you 
believe that women are inherently different from men (other than bio- 
logically)? morally superior to men? 

2. Do you believe the Bible is sexist? If so, what is your attitude toward 
sexism in the Bible? Do you accept the authority of the Bible and want 
to find ways to rehabilitate it? Or are you so unhappy with the andro- 
centrism of the Bible that you are moving away from it as a source of 
authority in your life? 

3. Is either feminism or womanism attractive to you? Why or why not? 
Bear in mind that womanism is a term that womanists prefer not be 
adopted by people who are not African Americans. Do you feel a com- 
mon bond with your sisters (or brothers) from other ethnic groups? 

4, Which of the three methods of interpretation is most congenial to you: 
literary criticism, culturally cued reading, or historical investigation? 
(You may want to save this question until you have read part 2 and 
have seen a number of examples of each method.) 

5. Where do you believe religious authority is located: in the individ- 
ual believer, in the community of believers, in the Bible, or in some 
combination? 


Part 2 
A Story about Stories 


2 
The Story of Eve 


There are two creation stories in Genesis, in |:1-2:4a and in 2:4b—3:24. The 
first story belongs to the P source, for Priestly. It is the later,! more sophisti- 
cated story of the creation of the world in seven days. In this story humans 
are created last. In Genesis 1:27 we read, “So God created humankind 
(haadam)* in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and 
female he created them.” The two genders are equal, though the male is listed 
first, perhaps indicating primacy.’ 

The second story is the familiar one of Adam and Eve. It is a much earlier 
story, in the J, or Yahwist, tradition (in German the Yis read as J ).4 This cre- 
ation story is much earthier and focuses on different issues. The first story 
emphasizes the orderliness and goodness of God’s creation. The second story 
tries to answer questions about how humans ended up with so much work to 
do, how men and women came to be attracted to one another, and how life 
became disharmonious. 

Adam and Eve need not be understood as historical individuals. They rep- 
resent humanity. The name Adam is used both as the name of the first 
human in Genesis 2—3 and as a term for the human species. Eve means some- 
thing like “mother of the living” (Gen. 3:20). 

Of all the stories of women in the Hebrew Bible, the story of Eve, more 
than any other, has been used as a theological base for sexism. Surprisingly, 
the creation stories in Genesis are not referred to and reworked by later writ- 
ers in the Hebrew Bible the way, for example, the exodus story is. Repeatedly 
in Deuteronomy, the prophets, and the psalms, the wonderful story of liber- 
ation from Egyptian captivity is told, retold, and made the center of Hebrew 
identity.’ The stories of the beginnings, however, are not developed similarly. 
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In the intertestamental period, between the writing of the Old and the 
New Testaments, however, the story of Adam and Eve began to be used by 
the authors of extrabiblical material. There are two classes of this literature. 
The Apocrypha consists of books that did not make it into the Hebrew 
canon. These books had been translated into Greek and used by the Greek- 
speaking Jewish and Christian communities. They are part of the Roman 
Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Old Testament, but not of the Protestant 
Old Testament, which is based on the Hebrew canon (though included in a 
separate section in the King James Bible and considered by the Anglican 
community as suitable for study). The Pseudepigrapha is the name given to 
a group of writings, most of which did not make it into any canon. 

In apocryphal and pseudepigraphical literature, in a few New Testament 
books, and in some rabbinical and early Christian writings, the story of 
Adam and Eve is interpreted and shaped in ways that have had a lasting influ- 
ence on Western understandings of women’s status and roles. Because these 
materials have shaped our understanding of the biblical story, it will be help- 
ful to consider the history of interpretation that precedes feminist studies of 
the story. This will make it easier to read the familiar lines without the tinted 
glasses given to us by centuries of use and misuse. 

The first reappearance of Eve is in the second century BCE (before the 
common era) in an apocryphal work known as Ecclesiasticus, or the Wisdom 
of Ben Sira: 


From a woman sin had its beginning, 
and because of her we all die.® 


Although Eve is not named, she is implied. At the time Ben Sira wrote this, he 
was bucking current opinion. The consensus in his day was that sin originated 
with Adam or with the fall and cohabitation of evil angels with women. Nev- 
ertheless his new idea was to prove to have an amazing staying power.’ 

About one hundred years later, Eve surfaces again in an even more nega- 
tive light in the pseudepigraphical works of the Life of Adam and Eve and the 
Apocalypse of Moses. In both cases, Eve speaks of her sin in the first person, 
castigating herself for her terrible deed.® 

This approach to Eve became quite common in Judaism in the last cen- 
turies before Jesus’ birth. It made its way into the New Testament in passages 
such as 1 Timothy 2:13—14: “For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and 
Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a trans- 
gressor” (though Adam is blamed in Rom. 5:14—21). In the centuries fol- 
lowing Jesus’ life, this view of Eve as the source of sin showed up frequently 
in religious literature. Eve was often associated with sin and sexuality, viewed 
in a negative light. Thus women were thought to be in need of domination 
by stronger, more virtuous men.? 
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Not only were negative commentaries on Eve common. Jerome’s transla- 
tion of the Adam and Eve story in the Vulgate also involved subtle anti-Eve 
shadings. The emphasis on woman’ sin and inferiority found in religious texts 
also made its way into art and literature. The most important example is John 
Milton’s Paradise Lost. Many people's mental image of the Eden story is based 
at least as much on Milton’s version as on the original biblical text. Milton’s 
worldview was hierarchical, with God at the top, followed by angels, men, 
women, and so forth. 1° 

Phyllis Trible has articulated the prefeminist consensus about Adam and 
Eve. Her list of beliefs reveals the challenges that face feminist interpreters: 


—A male God creates first man (Gen. 2:7) and last woman (2:22); first 
means superior and last means inferior or subordinate. 

— Woman is created for the sake of man: a helpmate to cure his loneliness 
(2:18-23). 

—Contrary to nature, woman comes out of man; she is denied even her 
natural function of birthing and that function is given to man 
(2:21-22). 

— Woman is the rib of man, dependent upon him for life (2:21-22). 

— Taken out of man (2:23), woman has a derivative, not an autonomous, 
existence. 

—Man names woman (2:23) and thus has power over her. 

—Man leaves his fathers family in order to set up through his wife 
another patriarchal unit (2:24). 

—Woman tempted man to disobey, and thus she is responsible for sin in 
the world (3:6); she is untrustworthy, gullible, and simple-minded. 
—Woman is cursed by pain in childbirth (3:16); pain in childbirth is a 
more severe punishment than man’s struggles with the soil; it signifies 

that woman's sin is greater than man’s. 

—Woman’s desire for man (3:16) is God’s way of keeping her faithful and 
submissive to her husband. 

—God gives man the right to rule over woman (3:16).1! 


With this consensus in mind, we turn to the contemporary feminist read- 
ings of the material. 


PHYLLIS TRIBLE 


The work of Phyllis Trible on the story of Adam and Eve marks the begin- 
nings of modern feminist biblical criticism. Her most developed statement 
about the story of Adam and Eve is in God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, in 
the chapter entitled “A Love Story Gone Awry.” 1? Her study uses a method 
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called rhetorical criticism, a form of literary criticism that looks at the way 
passages are structured and how words are used and images developed. 

The focus of the story of Adam and Eve in Trible’s interpretation is the 
creation of eros, the Greek word for sexual love. Scene 1 (Gen. 2:4b—24) is 
called “Eros Created.” In her reading of the story, Trible understands Adam 
to be a sexually undifferentiated human, and so she translates the Hebrew 
ha adam as “earth creature.” This earthling is neither male nor female, but 
haadam neuter, until sexuality is created.!° 

Then God decides that it is not good for the earthling to be alone and that 
he will make a companion corresponding to it (Gen. 2:18). The word trans- 
lated “companion” is the Hebrew ‘ezer. It is traditionally translated as “help- 
meet,” “helpmate,” or “helper.” Trible translates “companion” to avoid the 
negative connotations of these traditional translations, since the Hebrew 
word does not have domestic or demeaning nuances.!4 David Clines dis- 
agrees, !> but I do not find his arguments persuasive. 

Animals are then created and brought to the earthling for naming, signi- 
fying his power over them (Gen. 2:19). However, none of the animals is up 
to the task of being the earthling’s companion (Gen. 2:20). So God decides 
to operate on the earthling. A rib is taken as raw material. From this rib God 
creates woman, much in the same manner that God created the earthling 
from the raw material of dirt (Gen. 2:21-22). Now not only is a second 
earthling created, but the first earthling has also been changed. A rib is taken 
away. That is all the text says explicitly. However, in place of a sexually undif- 
ferentiated being, now there are two beings, a male and a female. !° 

Remarking on the new situation, the male declares, “This shall be called 
woman (zs5s@) because from man (45) was taken this” (Trible’s translation of 
Gen. 2:23). This statement is different from the naming of the animals. The 
naming of the animals used the formula “to call the name” and involved 
domination. Here the male exclaims in wonder and joy, as he notices for the 
first time the power of eros. There is mutuality, equality, solidarity. 1” 

Trible’s scene 2 (Gen. 2:25-3:7) is entitled “Eros Contaminated.” It 
begins by telling us that Adam and the woman were naked (‘arémmim) and 
not ashamed (Gen. 2:25). Then the serpent is introduced as the sliest (‘ariim) 
of creatures (Gen. 3:1). Unlike the puns in scene 1, which stressed the posi- 
tive, this pun suggests that the serpent will undo eros.!8 

With this brief introduction, the narrative moves directly to the theological 
debate that the serpent starts with the woman (Gen. 3:1—5). Eve speaks well, 
explaining and interpreting for the snake God’s commands to Adam (Gen. 
3:2-3). She understands these commands to be her responsibility as well. 

The wily serpent tells Eve that eating the fruit will not result in death but 
will make her like God, knowing good and evil (Gen. 3:4—5). Eve believes 
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the snake, takes a piece of fruit, and eats. She then gives some to Adam, who 
is with her, and he eats (Gen. 3:6). 

It is only at the end of the narrative (Gen. 3:6) that we discover that Adam 
is with Eve. Throughout the whole conversation between the serpent and Eve, 
Adam is there, listening, but not speaking. He has ample opportunity to enter 
the debate, to challenge the snake, but he does not. Eve is his representative. 
His silence can be interpreted as agreement. When Eve offers him fruit, he can 
say no. Because her words with the serpent represent him as well, however, 
this would not make sense. She is active; he is passive (a pattern that will be 
repeated surprisingly frequently, as for example with Rebekah and Isaac and 
Samson’s parents). However, both make the choice to disobey.!? 

In the final scene, “Eros Condemned” (Gen. 3:8—24), God confronts 
Adam and Eve with their actions. The couple is hiding (Gen. 3:8). God asks 
Adam, “Where are you?” (Gen. 3:9). Adam answers only for himself: “Your 
voice I heard in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked and I hid 
myself” (Trible’s translation of Gen. 3:10).7° 

God then asks, “Who told you that you were naked?” and “Have you 
eaten from the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?” (Gen. 3:11). 
Adam’s response involves betrayal of Eve, accusation of God, and finally 
acceptance of responsibility. He says, “The woman whom you gave to be 
with me, she gave me fruit from the tree, and I ate” (Gen. 3:12). The soli- 
darity between the pair has been broken. Nevertheless Adam does not say 
that she tempted him, as many later commentators have suggested. He says 
simply that she gave him the fruit to eat and he ate.”! 

At this point God turns to Eve and asks her what she has done (Gen. 
3:13a). Like Adam, she accepts responsibility only after blaming another. 
“The serpent tricked me, and I ate” (Gen. 3:13b). Unlike Adam, however, 
she does not blame God, nor does she implicate her partner. She speaks only 
for herself. However, in this speaking only for herself, the solidarity between 
the pair is again broken.?” 

In the judgment that follows, the serpent is cursed. Neither Eve nor Adam 
is directly cursed, though Adam is cursed indirectly, because the earth which 
he is to work is cursed (Gen. 3:14-19). Trible understands the judgments to 
be descriptive rather than prescriptive. Thus what happens to Adam and Eve 
is a natural outgrowth of their actions. Their fate, according to Trible, is not 
God’s prescribed punishment.” 

Trible follows the traditional understanding that the woman's predicament 
will be pain in childbearing as well as desire for a husband who dominates 
her.24 Adam’s condition will be unrelenting and unsatisfying toil. After the 
judgment, Adam names Eve, using the same naming formula he used before 
for the animals. This reduces her to the status of the animals, creatures that he 
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controls and dominates.” Her name, which is interpreted to mean “mother 
of the living” (Gen. 3:20), might have been a positive one. In this context, it 
becomes intertwined with her inferiority and subordination.”° 

The final blow to the couple is the expulsion from the garden (Gen. 
3:23-24). Adam alone is named. Trible interprets this as a generic reference 
to the human couple.?” Otherwise Eve is not expelled, which is clearly not 
the author’s intention. 

Trible’s analysis of the Adam and Eve story has been extremely influential. 
However, other feminist scholars have also made significant contributions. 
We turn now to some of these voices. 


MIEKE BAL 


Mieke Bal’s interpretation of the story of Eve in Lethal Love” is similar in 
some ways to Trible’s.2? Both Trible and Bal use the method of literary criti- 
cism. Trible is an Old Testament scholar who uses literary criticism, while Bal 
is a literary critic who has turned her attention to the Bible. Bal’s work is 
among the most difficult for even trained biblical scholars to understand. She 
uses technical literary critical jargon that is almost like a foreign language. 
Nevertheless, the effort taken to read her interpretations is usually rewarded. 

Like Trible, Bal sees Adam as a sexually undifferentiated creature. She does 
not, however, view the term /a’adam as a proper name but as a species iden- 
tification. She calls Adam “clod.”° 

Bal’s reading of the story focuses on the way individuals gradually become 
characters. The move is from a single sexually undifferentiated “clod” to 
two sexually differentiated creatures, a man and a woman (’é and `â). 
They develop awareness and the ability to make choices. In the final stage of 
development, they are given separate sex roles, and the woman receives a new 
name.?! 

Bal suggests two ways of dealing with Adam’s declaration: “she shall be 
called woman (’2552) because from man (A) she was taken” (Bal’s translation 
of Gen. 2:23). After the operation, Adam, now male, projects his masculin- 
ity retrospectively into his past. Bal defends this on psychoanalytical 
grounds. She suggests that we attribute to our past those parts of our present 
selves that are so much part of us that we cannot imagine life having ever 
been different. The other way of dealing with Genesis 2:23 is not psycholog- 
ical but semantic. The woman was not literally taken from the man. Rather, 
she was differentiated from him.*” 

Bal agrees with Trible that the results of the disobedience are not punish- 
ment but a description of life in the real world. Unlike Trible, though, she 
does not see the action of eating the fruit as sin. Rather, Bal views the 
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woman's choice to eat as a way to gain the wisdom that will make her like 
God. Ironically, her choice also fulfills God’s intention of humanity made in 
the divine image (Gen. 1:27).*° 

By choosing to eat and gain knowledge, including sexual knowledge, the 
woman makes the continuance of the species possible, even though the indi- 
vidual will not be immortal. Her choice is a choice for reality. Her choice 
puts an end to the fantasy of individual immortality. It opens up reality as we 
know it.*4 

For Bal, the problems do not really begin until sex roles are defined in 
Genesis 3:16, where the woman’s childbearing responsibility and the man’s 
food-producing work are specified. She notes a possible solution to the prob- 
lem of the man’s domination of the woman offered by Jarich Oosten and 
David Moyer. They suggest that a couplet from Genesis 4:7 fits better at the 
end of Gen. 3:16. In this verse, the Lord explains to Cain why he has rejected 
his sacrifice and says: 


and unto you [shall be] his desire 
and you shall rule over him. (Bal’s translation) 


The phrase doesn’t make much sense in its biblical context. It fits well at the 
end of Genesis 3:16, where it would provide an attractive symmetry. This is 
an example of a feminist scholar using the discipline of textual criticism in 
conjunction with her primary method, in this case literary criticism. Whether 
or not one accepts this alteration of the text, the difficulty remains that sex 
roles have been established. This has been a problem for feminists ever 
since.*° 


SUSAN LANSER 


The readings of Trible and Bal view women in a relatively positive way. How- 
ever, not all feminist interpreters are sanguine about rehabilitating from sex- 
ism the text of the Adam and Eve story. A good example is Susan Lanser.*° 

She disagrees with interpreters such as Trible and Bal, on the basis of a dif- 
ferent theory of how language operates: 


They are able to refute standard interpretations because they assume a 
theory of language as formal code, in which meaning is a function of sur- 
face propositions and their semantic and grammatical properties. The 
more traditional rendering of Genesis 2-3, on the other hand, is consis- 
tent with the model of communication proposed by speech act theory, 
whereby meaning always depends on specific contexts of language use in 
which the process of inference plays a powerful role.°7 
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Lanser believes we have to look at more than what the words mean by them- 
selves. We have to look at context for the inferences that readers make. She 
offers the following example: 


ALAN: I have a headache. 
JOAN: I have an aspirin. 


Alan can infer from Joan’s statement that she is offering him medicine for his 
headache. The words don’t say that explicitly, but in the context the inference 
can reasonably be made.’8 

In the Adam and Eve story, the text allows us to read Adam as a sexually 
undifferentiated being. Because humans are normally male or female, how- 
ever, the reader is likely to assume that Adam is one or the other. His name has 
masculine gender, and thus the inference that he is male is logical and natural. 
The text does not lead the reader to think otherwise. After the woman is cre- 
ated, Adam continues to be called Adam. He is not often called ’#, “man,” to 
correspond to ’7ssa, “woman.” Adam becomes a word for both generic human- 
ity and masculine man, thus “erasing woman and designating her as Other.”>? 

Trible claims that Adam’s words in Genesis 2:23, “This one shall be called 
Woman,” are not the same formula that is used for the naming of the ani- 
mals, which involves the words “call the name of.” Therefore Adam is not 
dominating her in the same way that he dominates the animals. Lanser sug- 
gests, however, that the words used in 2:23 are shorthand for the longer for- 
mula and may mean the same thing.*° 

Trible and Bal call the judgments that God makes on Adam and Eve 
descriptive rather than prescriptive. Lanser counters that in the context of 
God’s warning not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, the 
divine pronouncements after the disobedience may be inferred to be God’s 
punishment.*! 

Lanser asks finally, why, if Adam and Eve sinned equally, should the result 
be Adam’s domination of Eve? This is a serious problem, which we will 
revisit when we turn to the work of Carol Meyers. 

Many of the objections to the “positive” interpretations of the Adam and 
Eve story that Lanser raises appear to be correct. Yet she herself notes a ten- 
sion. The tension lies between the positive interpretations that are possible 
when the text is read excluding the inferred meanings and the more negative 
interpretations that result from including the inferences. She writes: 


But perhaps texts like Genesis 2-3 continue to rivet us precisely because of 
the complex and problematic relationships between their formal codes and 
their structures of inference. Perhaps it is not simply in the interplay, but 
in the tension between code and speech context—between form and use—that 
the most exhilarating feminist readings of Genesis 2—3 are to be found. For 
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to the extent that Bal and Trible have identified formal features which 
other readings have not adequately explained . . . they create apertures in 
the reading that is produced by my own theory of inference. Might not the 
tension between inference and form signify a deep ambivalence on the part 
of the Jahwist writer or his society about the place of woman? Might such 
a disease not signify the dissonance within early Judaism between the sta- 
tus of woman in traditional patriarchal society and the theologically egali- 
tarian impulse manifested more openly in the later Genesis 1? Might this 
not make Genesis 2-3 the document of a patriarchy already beginning to 
be uncomfortable with itself? If so, I envision a third kind of feminist read- 
ing built upon the uneasy relation of context and code, made possible by, 
but not coextensive with, either Bal and Trible’s formalism or the wholly 
inferential approach which I have opposed to it. It is this third reading, one 
that negotiates garden and wilderness, for which the feminist critic would 
indeed be a theoretical pioneer. 


How do we assess this approach? In addition to Lanser’s arguments, we 
may note that the second human, who is created from Adam’s rib, or side, is 
female and that Adam becomes male in the operation. This suggests that 
even though it might be logical to think of Adam as sexually undifferentiated 
before Eve's creation, he is nevertheless a protomale. We have not inferred 
from the context. It is a logical part of the way the story is structured. 

Furthermore, at the end of the story it is Adam, now clearly a male, who 
is expelled from the garden. Eve is not even mentioned. Her invisibility at 
this point suggests again that the story is told from an androcentric point of 
view. It is, however, possible to view æ adam here as a reference to human- 
ity, and not simply to the male half of the couple.** 

Feminist interpreters have not responded to Lanser’s challenge to develop 
a kind of reading that negotiates between Trible’s and Bal’s formalism (pure 
literary criticism) and Lanser’s inferential approach (culturally cued reading). 
Instead, other approaches have emerged. 


DAVID FREEDMAN 


We turn now to three interpreters whose readings of the Adam and Eve story 
are more positive from a feminist point of view than Lanser’s but are differ- 
ent from Trible’s and Bal’s. Based on philological arguments, David Freed- 
man proposes a different translation of the word normally rendered “helper” 
or the like. In an article entitled “Woman, A Power Equal to Man,”*? he pro- 
poses to translate ‘ezer as “power.” The translations “helpmeet,” “helpmate,” 
“helper,” and “companion” are all based on the Hebrew root ‘zr. The mean- 
ing of ‘zr is “to rescue” or “to save.” Another Semitic root gzr, meaning “to be 
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strong,” is represented in Hebrew by ‘zr. Around 1200 BCE the two sounds 
of‘ (the ayin) and ¢ (the gayi) began to be written using the same sign. (The 
same situation exists in English where the letter g stands for the sound g as in 
“girl” and the sound j as in “George.”) As a result, ‘ezer could come from 
either ‘zr = ‘zr or ‘zr = gar." 

Of the twenty-one occurrences of ‘ezer in the Hebrew Bible, eight come 
from the root ‘zr, meaning “rescue.”4” The other usages mean “strength.”48 
When the woman is created, she is not intended to be Adam’s savior or res- 
cuer. Rather, she is created to be a strength or power equivalent to Adam.” 

The second Hebrew word in the phrase kenegdé, usually translated “fit for 
him” or the like, appears only here in the Bible. In later Mishnaic Hebrew, 
neged means “equal.” That is the meaning needed here, once ‘ezer is under- 
stood as “power” or “strength.” This understanding of ‘ezer kenegdé harmo- 
nizes well with the statements in Genesis 1 that God made humanity, male 
and female, in the image of God.”° 


MARY CALLAWAY AND ADRIEN BLEDSTEIN 


Freedman’s point is supported by Mary Callaway’s and Adrien Bledstein’s 
interpretations of Genesis 2—3. Callaway sees the story as an attempt to 
demythologize the feminine power of giving birth. She writes: 


The curious story of woman coming from man rather than man being 
born from woman uses ancient mythological motifs in the service of a 
new theological statement: it was not a mother goddess, but the living 
power of Yahweh which brought man into being. The motif of the rib, 
echoing the Sumerian goddess of life, “the Lady of the Rib,” and the nam- 
ing of the woman wh [Eve] with its interpretation as “the mother of all 
living,” indicate that the woman once played a more significant role in the 
story of the creation of man. For the Yahwist’s audience in the tenth cen- 
tury the message that woman is not a representative of the mother god- 
dess but is rather an ‘zr kngdw must have been startling.*! 


Callaway does not translate ‘ezer kenegd6, but her point supports Freed- 
man’s emphasis on the equivalence between male and female human beings, 
albeit from the opposite direction.” Callaway’s approach is culturally cued 
reading because it takes into consideration the larger cultural context, 
including the theological context in which the ancient Hebrews lived. 

The views of Adrien Bledstein, a Jewish biblical scholar, are similar to 
Callaway’s, but broader. Her reading is another example of culturally cued 
reading. She states: 
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In Hebrew thought, men are reduced from heroic, godlike beings to 
earthlings. Females are no longer divided into life- and death-dealing god- 
desses, on the one hand, or slavish menials of men on the other hand. 
Man and woman are equally human and each aspires to be as the gods 
and goddesses of mythology. Oppression, misery, slavery, disease, hard 
work, pain, all are attributed to the human tendency to confuse knowl- 
edge with wisdom, to act like gods and goddesses in shifting blame to 
another for any threat to their self esteem.*? 


She concludes with these reflections: 


Why, then, has Torah been read for proof of woman’s inferiority? Why did 
earliest rabbis see Adam as so beautiful that Eve was an “ape” in compar- 
ison? What mutual human frustrations pricked Maimonides to conclude 
that “the wife should wash her husband’s hands and feet and serve him at 
table or be beaten”? What happened in history to prompt the predomi- 
nating tradition of post-Biblical Judaism to distort the triumph of Hebrew 
monotheism in desexualizing Divinity and humanizing woman and man? 
Are we ready yet to appreciate the Hebrew version of the genesis of 
humans—a radically humanist and feminist statement both in its time 
and for our time?*4 


Bledstein has picked up some positive elements of the text, but they seem to 
have blinded her to its more androcentric features. Her reading of the story 
as the human confusion of knowledge with wisdom is reminiscent of some 
Christian “fall from grace” readings. We will return to this issue below. 


LYN BECHTEL AND ELLEN VAN WOLDE 


In the Feminist Companion to the Bible series, Lyn Bechtel presents a femi- 
nist reinterpretation of the Adam and Eve story that challenges some basic 
Christian assumptions about the story.®° She is a structuralist, a kind of lit- 
erary critic. Her point of departure is the problems inherent in the traditional 
Christian “sin and fall” approach. For example, she asks, why, if humans were 
created immortal, were they also created sexual? If they were created immor- 
tal, why were they made of finite clay? Why after eating the fruit do the 
humans fear their nakedness rather than death? Why is it considered punish- 
ment for Adam to be sent into the world to be a farmer, when Genesis 2:5 
tells us that humans were intended to cultivate the ground? 

Bechtel interprets the Adam and Eve story as the story of human matura- 
tion.>° In this respect Bechtel’s interpretation is similar to Bal’s, but Bechtel’s 
reading goes farther. In the first state of human development, Adam names 


48 HELPMATES, HARLOTS, AND HEROES 


the animals. Adam is not aware of sexual differentiation at this point. He is 
learning to differentiate himself from the outside world. The naming process 
does not indicate control over the animals, only his awareness of difference. 
He is a very young child. In the next stage of development, when the female 
is created, Adam becomes aware that there are boys and girls, but no sense of 
shame is present. In Genesis 2:25, Adam and the female human are naked 
and not ashamed. They are children, with a dawning awareness of sexuality. 
Later, they become aware of their nakedness (Gen. 3:7). Now they are ado- 
lescents. They have not fallen; rather, they have moved toward full human 
consciousness, freedom, maturity, socialization, and individual identity in 
relation to the group. 

The tree of life represents a child’s view of life, a view that cannot com- 
prehend death. The tree is fine for children but not for adults. That is why 
the tree is not prohibited for the children Adam and Eve. Once they have 
matured, they cannot go back to the immature understanding of life. It 
would not be healthy. 

The tree of knowledge of good and evil, which represents the beginning 
of the maturation process into adulthood, is prohibited only for children. 
God commands the children Adam and Eve not to eat of it, with the warn- 
ing that the consequences will be death. We usually interpret this to mean 
that immediate death will follow, but that is not what happens when Adam 
and Eve eat. Thus it is better to interpret this to mean that those who eat will 
become aware of the reality of death. That is what gradually happens as we 
mature. 

In traditional interpretations, the snake is a symbol of evil. In the ancient 
Near East, however, the snake had many positive associations. It symbolized 
wisdom and the human potential for discernment. The snake in Genesis is 
shrewd, but not in a negative sense. The snake is streetwise. It corrects the 
humans’ misunderstanding of God’s words about the consequences of eating 
of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. It tells them they will not 
immediately die, and it is right. The snake emphasizes the positives of eating, 
that is, knowledge like God’s, and it is right. 

After the humans mature, they are ready to enter the world where they 
will take up their lifes work, the work God intended them to do from the 
beginning. Although Bechtel sees the story as androcentric, she does not 
believe it is sexist. In addition, her reading has the advantage of placing life 
in the real world in a positive light. It is not a punishment for sin, but the 
world God created for mature men and women to share as partners. 

One question that often arises from Christians who are accustomed to the 
“fall from grace” approach is how disobedience against God can be viewed as 
positive. Dutch scholar Ellen van Wolde discusses this problem in her treat- 
ment of the Adam and Eve story, which is similar to Bechtel’s. She sees the 
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clue to the whole story in Genesis 2:24: “Therefore a man leaves his father and 
his mother and clings to his wife, and they become one flesh.” She writes: 


As man leaves his father and mother to become independent, so man, 
male and female, leaves YHWH God by means of his transgression of the 
prohibition in 3:1-7 to become independent. . . . 

The realization that verse 2:24 presents man’s process of development 
in a nutshell and the realization that a similar behavior can be observed in 
man’s attitude towards YHWH God, makes the reader aware of the fact 
that Gen 2-3 is really one extensive description of this growth.*’ 


Van Wolde sees the transgression as a necessary disobedience, because free- 
dom is the one thing that God could not build directly into the universe. 
Freedom cannot be conferred. It can only be grasped. 

How one reads Genesis 2:24 is important. Trible and Bledstein believe 
that once woman is created, Adam and Eve consummate their “marriage.” 
Bechtel and van Wolde believe that Adam and Eve are not mature enough for 
an adult relationship at this point. They see Genesis 2:24 as pointing toward 
the future rather than being descriptive of what is presently happening. Both 
readings are possible. If we read Genesis 2:24 as descriptive of present reality, 
then the “fall from grace” interpretation makes sense. Adam and Eve move 
from a perfect adult relationship to a broken adult relationship. However, if 
we read Genesis 2:24 as descriptive of future reality, then the maturation 
interpretation makes more sense. Adam and Eve change from immature chil- 
dren to mature adults. At this point it is difficult to choose between these 
approaches. The next interpreter, however, will provide some additional 
material with which to judge how to read the story of the garden. 


CAROL MEYERS 


Carol Meyers, one of the most important recent interpreters of the Adam 
and Eve story, treats Genesis 2—3 as a narrative of human origins, as a story 
that explains why certain human conditions are as they are, and as a parable 
or wisdom tale.’ Like Bal, Bechtel, and van Wolde, she rejects traditional 
interpretations that view sin as the central theme of Genesis 3. 


Postbiblical interpretations interfere with our appreciation of the meaning 
and function of the story, and we must seek first to dismantle some of 
those obstacles. The introduction to this chapter suggests that the focus on 
Eve as the source of sin is not rooted in an intrinsic component of the Eden 
tale. It is time now to look more closely at the textual basis for our asser- 
tion that the focus on sin and punishment in the traditional exegesis of 
Genesis 3 is a distortion. Disobedience and its consequences clearly figure 
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in the story of the first human pair; this is the characteristic way for a cre- 
ation story to suggest that the assertion of independence from any author- 
ity is a feature of first ( = all) human life. But to allow the theme of 
disobedience to be of paramount importance to our interpretative eyes is 
to oversimplify a rich and powerful narrative. Even worse, letting the idea 
of disobedience dominate our conceptual field means obliterating other 
features of the story that were equally important, and perhaps even more 
significant, for the ancient Israelites.*? 


Meyers then explains that the primary reason for rejecting sin as the cen- 


tral theme of Genesis 3 is that there is no explicit reference to it. The act of 
eating the fruit of the forbidden tree is presented, but it is not explicitly 


judged as sinful in the text. Furthermore, the Hebrew Bible never associates 


any later sinful actions with Adam and Eve's disobedience in the garden. 


Like Bal, Bechtel, and van Wolde, Meyers suggests that Genesis 3 is not 


primarily about sin. Unlike them, she understands the story to be about eti- 
ology, or why things are as they are. Her explanation for dissenting from tra- 
ditional sin-centered interpretations is more compelling than Bal’s and is 
similar to Bechtel’s. 


The very fact that the serpent is held accountable along with the woman 
and the man diminishes the truly human theme of disobedience to God’s 
word. The participation of the serpent as a creature equally responsible for 
obeying God’s word (which had not been directed toward it) and equally 
capable of transgression brings the etiological dimension to the fore. Here 
we have a sample of how people coped with their abhorrence or fear of a 
certain order of mysterious, apparently self-regenerating, and sometimes 
dangerous reptiles. No animal could “naturally” be so awesome and awful; 
it must have “done” something to end up that way. Similarly, humans 
should not naturally have such difficult life conditions as they did in 
ancient Palestine, where the tale originated. The etiological workings of 
the human mind suggest that something must have happened to have 
produced such a state. The act in question, the eating of a forbidden food, 
is appropriate for a folk explanation but hardly has the same force as does 
murder, in the Cain story, as a paradigm for human sinfulness.*! 


Meyers also views Genesis 3 as a parable or wisdom tale because it is about 


a wise agent, the serpent, and the conferring of wisdom. 


The prominent role of the female rather than the male in the wisdom 
aspects of the Eden tale is a little-noticed feature of the narrative. It is the 
woman, and not the man, who perceives the desirability of procuring wis- 
dom. The woman, again not the man, is the articulate member of the first 
pair who engages in dialogue even before the benefits of the wisdom tree 
have been produced. This association between the female and the quali- 
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ties of wisdom may have a mythic background, with the features of a 
Semitic wisdom goddess underlying the intellectual prominence of the 
woman of Eden. Be that as it may, the close connection between woman 
and wisdom in the Bible is surely present in the creation narrative, although 
it is hardly limited to the beginning of Genesis.°? 


Must we choose between Meyers’s reading and Bechtel’s and van Wolde’s 
readings? Bechtel and van Wolde read the story as a story of human matura- 
tion. That is similar to Meyers’s reading of the story as a wisdom tale. Mey- 
ers’s interpretation is grounded in ancient southwestern Asian culture. Her 
approach at this point is culturally cued reading. Bechtel and van Wolde also 
sometimes utilize insights that are cultural but their approach is more purely 
literary critical. Their reading of the story as that of human maturation is 
intriguing. The one difficulty is that there is nothing in the story that pro- 
vides direct evidence that at various points Adam and Eve are infants, chil- 
dren, adolescents, and so forth. This has been inferred. Nevertheless it makes 
such wonderful sense out of the story that it must be taken very seriously. 
There is nothing in Bechtel’s and van Wolde’s readings that contradicts Mey- 
ers’s interpretation or vice versa. They complement each other. 

One of the most fascinating aspects of Meyers’s work on Genesis 3 is her 
translation of verse 16. The NRSV translation of this verse reads: 


To the woman he said, 
“I will greatly increase your pangs in childbearing; 
in pain you shall bring forth children, 
yet your desire shall be for your husband, 
and he shall rule over you.” 


These lines are poetry. The most basic element of Hebrew poetry is paral- 
lelism: one line parallels a second line. If we label the lines of the verse as 
printed above 1—4, then we may say that lines 1 and 2 are parallel to each 
other as are 3 and 4. Parallelism takes many forms. In its simplest form, one 
line repeats the meaning of the previous line with the same grammatical 
structure. However, the second line does not have to mirror the first. It can 
also develop the thought of the first in some way. 

In line 1 there is a subject-verb-infinitive cluster and two objects. The 
subject-verb-infinitive is “I will greatly multiply.” The objects are “pangs” and 
“childbearing,” assuming the traditional translations of the Hebrew words 
for the moment. The two objects may be taken separately or together in what 
is called a hendiadys. (Because Hebrew has few adjectives, two nouns linked 
by a conjunction can be understood as modifying each other; this is called a 
hendiadys. For example, in Genesis 1:2, where we read toh wabohn, “form- 
lessness and emptiness,” the meaning is a “formless void.”) Most translators 
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assume that the two objects in line 1 of Genesis 3:16 form a hendiadys. The 
NRSV translates, “I will greatly increase your pangs in childbearing.” Nor- 
mally in a hendiadys, the first word describes the second. The result in our 
line would be “I will greatly multiply your painful childbirths.” It is not clear, 
however, that the second word cannot describe the first. Thus, most transla- 
tors read, “I will greatly multiply your childbearing pains,” or the like. 

Before trying to resolve the issue of whether or not to read the two objects 
as a hendiadys, Meyers studies the meaning of the words themselves. The 
word often translated “childbirth” (Aeron) does not mean childbirth; rather, 
it means “conception” or “pregnancy.” This meaning, however, does not go 
well with the other object, usually translated “pain.” Pain is associated with 
childbirth but not with conception and pregnancy. 

A closer look at the word translated “pain” (‘issabdn) suggests that a better 
definition for it is “toil.” In Gen. 3:17, Adam is told that he will eat of the fruit 
of the ground only through ‘“issabén. Thus Meyers translates line 1 as “I will 
greatly increase your toil and your pregnancies.” The two objects of the verb 
are understood to be separate from each other rather than a hendiadys.°° 

As a result of being expelled from the garden, Eve will have to work a lot 
harder and she will experience many pregnancies. The reason for the former 
is obvious enough. Outside the lush garden everyone must work the ground 
constantly to produce enough food. Adam cannot accomplish enough alone. 
Everybody will have to participate. 

The reason for the second object may not be as obvious to modern West- 
erners, but it would be to people living in agrarian situations. To provide 
enough labor to work the ground, children are needed. In addition, the rav- 
ages of disease and war also require many pregnancies. These are the hard 
realities of life outside the garden in early Hebrew culture. 

Line 2 is parallel to line 1. Meyers translates, “(Along) with travail you 
shall beget children.” The word she translates “travail” (‘eseb) is from the 
same root as the word translated in line 1 as “toil.” The meaning is closely 
related but includes more of the idea of the emotional stress of very hard 
work. The verbal root translated “beget” (y/d) can mean to bear or beget chil- 
dren as well as the more abstract notion of becoming a parent. It is the 
abstract notion that is wanted here. Meyers tries to convey this by using the 
masculine word “beget” of Eve. The thrust of this second line is that Eve’s life 
will be hard because of the double burden of hard work and parenting.°” 
Though the verse is descriptive of the plight of early Hebrew women in a 
subsistence agrarian economy, many a contemporary woman can neverthe- 
less identify with the general concept. 

In lines 3 and 4, Meyers finds fewer translation problems. Instead, she 
focuses on how lines 3 and 4 relate back to the first two lines. Line 3 states that 
a woman's desire shall be for her man. Because of the heavy work load of agri- 
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cultural labor on top of bearing and nurturing children, women might well be 
inclined to avoid having so many children. The way around this problem is 
given in line 3. Her natural reluctance will be overcome by her sexual desire.°* 

There is no evidence that ancient Israelite women wished to avoid preg- 
nancy; to the contrary, biblical texts uniformly depict Hebrew females as 
desiring children. Sons especially were a woman's social security in the event 
that her husband died, and they gave her status in the community due to the 
need for labor in an agrarian economy. Nevertheless, Meyers may be correct 
that line 3 explains one reason women would be willing to go through all the 
various types of labor that pregnancy entailed. 

The last line is most difficult. Here Meyers translates, “he shall predomi- 
nate over you.” 6? The idea is not that the man will dominate the woman, rule 
over her, or have authority over her in all matters. Rather, if we keep in mind 
that line 4 is parallel to line 3, the field is limited. In the area of sexual rela- 
tions, the man’s desire for intercourse will overrule the womans reluctance. 
Read this way, line 4 is not giving divine sanction to male chauvinism. 
Rather, it states the way enough children for the survival of the community 
will be ensured.”° 

Adrien Janis Bledstein translates line 4 as “he can rule over you” rather 
than “he will rule over you.” The Hebrew allows for either reading.’! This 
makes male dominance a possibility rather than an inevitability. 


GALE YEE 


Carol Meyers reads the story of Adam and Eve as reflecting the conditions of 
ancient Israel before the rise of the kingship. Gale Yee, an Asian American bib- 
lical scholar, using a materialist sociological analysis, situates the story in the 
pre-exilic monarchic period, when the Israelites were in transition from the 
more family/kinship-oriented economy of the tribal period to the centralized 
economy of the monarchy in which peasants were taxed to support royal proj- 
ects. She suggests that on a symbolic level Adam (understood only as a male 
human and not as generic humanity) and Eve are like the peasants who used 
to have free reign in the “garden,” but now must be banished to hard work in 
the real world. Similarly, their relationship to authority (God/human leader- 
ship) has become more distant in the monarchic period than it was when they 
were in a loosely organized, kinship-dominated tribal arrangement. In addi- 
tion, marital bonds become stronger than kinship, since the man leaves his 
parents to join his wife (Gen 2:24), which facilitates the movement away from 
kinship-based tribal organization to more centralized monarchy.”” 

For Yee, the snake represents forces antithetical to the monarchy. When 
the snake focuses Eve’s attention on God’s prohibition rather than God’s 
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generosity, the implication is that God is unreasonably restrictive. By want- 
ing more than is allowed by God (but also by the king in this reading), Eve 
(and Adam) increase the gulf between humanity and authority. The result is 
the legitimization of Adam’s subsistence level and Eve’s dependence on Adam 
(Gen. 3:16b).79 

Although Yee’s placement of the story in the transition from tribal con- 
federacy to pre-exilic monarchy is plausible, it would be equally plausible 
to situate it in this time period and to see Adam as representing humanity 
as well as male humans (admittedly an androcentric perspective), and the 
woman's role as combining the labor of farm work and bearing children. In 
any case, Yee’s reading is another version of a maturation theme. In her per- 
spective it is the story of a society “maturing” from the tribal stage to a more 
centralized monarchy. 


CONCLUSIONS 


The work of Phyllis Trible on the Adam and Eve story broke important new 
ground. Her reading of the results of Adam’s and Eve’s actions as something 
other than divine punishment was the first in a series of feminist steps away 
from the traditional Christian “fall from grace” interpretation. Bal’s reading 
of the narrative as the story of human maturation took another step in that 
direction. Lanser and others criticized Trible and Bal for missing some andro- 
centric features of the text. Bechtel and van Wolde went even farther than 
Trible and Bal in their move away from the “fall from grace” approach. Mey- 
ers presented the most compelling evidence for an approach to this story that 
dissents from the “fall from grace” theme. Yee views the story as legitimizing 
a kind of fall from grace, the “grace” of the old kinship tribal confederacy, out 
of which the ancient Israelites moved into monarchy, with all its difficulties 
for the lower classes, but in some respects this is another version of a matu- 
ration myth. 

With the exception of Meyers and Yee, these interpreters are primarily lit- 
erary critics. Meyers uses a combination of literary criticism, philology, and 
historical investigation. By combining methods, she was able to go farther 
than any other interpreter of this story to date. Yee uses literary criticism, his- 
torical investigation, and sociological analysis, from which she develops an 
understanding of the story of Adam and Eve that explains the way the story 
may have functioned at the point at which it might have been written down, 
but seems overly reductionistic. 

Freedman’s work has not been utilized a great deal by feminists, though it 
should be. Callaway’s and Bledstein’s approaches are somewhat outside the 
mainstream of feminist work. Interpreters who do not share the view that the 
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biblical material is problematically androcentric often have difficulty getting 
a hearing. Nevertheless, both Callaway and Bledstein should be taken more 
seriously. Some of their insights complement Meyers’s work. 

At the end of this review of feminist interpretations of the story of the gar- 
den of Eden many Christian readers may be wondering if most feminist bibli- 
cal scholars reject the traditional Christian “fall from grace” understanding. 
My own position involves at least two layers of meaning. Many biblical pas- 
sages have been reinterpreted and sometimes dramatically reshaped by later 
biblical authors for their own time. Perhaps the best-known example is 
Matthew’s application of Isaiah 7:14 to Jesus in Matthew 1:22-23. Isaiah's 
prophecy, which originally spoke of a young woman (“virgin” comes from the 
Septuagint, the Greek translation) who was already pregnant with a son whose 
name would be Immanuel, is reinterpreted to foretell Jesus’ virgin birth. 

In a similar way, the story of Adam and Eve may have been reinterpreted 
as a story about the human fall from grace. Even the compilers of the 
Hebrew Bible placed it in a series of stories of human disasters that lead to 
the flood.”4 Although I do not believe that the “fall from grace” interpreta- 
tion is the original meaning of the story, it does explain how life became so 
disharmonious. It also provides one way to deal with Genesis 3:16b. Men’s 
domination of women can be explained as a result of sin, rather than God’s 
intention for humanity.”° Traditional Christian feminists then find the solu- 
tion to this problem of male dominance in Christ, the second Adam, who 
redeems fallen humanity, with Mary as the second Eve. The fall from grace 
interpretation, however, as brought to us by Tertullian, Jerome, and Augus- 
tine, also views women and women’s sexuality as the primary source of sin. 
Thus many feminists do not want to go near this road. Adrien Janis Bled- 
stein’s reading of Genesis 3:16d as “he can rule over you” is a more comfort- 
able choice. It acknowledges the reality of the male tendency to dominate, 
without suggesting that it is inevitable. 

The story of Adam and Eve is a bit like a hologram. What you see depends 
on the angle from which you view the story. This is one of the reasons the story 
is so rich, and so difficult. Whichever interpretation(s) one prefers, the femi- 
nist reader is confronted with the question: Is it sexist? The story itself does not 
depict women as inferior or as the origin of evil. Such depictions are the prod- 
uct of the sexism of the commentators. The story is certainly androcentric. Is 
it intrinsically sexist? That is the question each reader should consider. 


DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 


1. How have the traditional interpretations of Eve affected your under- 
standing of women? 
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. In what ways has the popular image of Eve as temptress influenced 


your picture of male-female relationships? 


. To what extent has the unholy trinity of inferiority, temptress, and sex- 


uality, often associated with Eve, shaped your conception of women’s 
sexuality? 


. Has the traditional understanding of Genesis 3:16a—that women will 


bear children in pain or naming Eve the “mother of the living” in the 
judgment scene—influenced your feelings about motherhood? 


. How has Genesis 3:16b, which declares that a woman’s man will (or 


can) rule over her, affected your understanding of marriage? 


. How do you feel about Trible’s belief that Adam was originally a sexu- 


ally undifferentiated creature? 


. Does the knowledge of feminist interpretations of Eve change your 


view of women? of the Bible? 


3 


The Women in Genesis 


The principal “historical” women of Genesis are Sarah, Hagar, Lot’s daugh- 
ters, Rebekah, Rachel and Leah, Dinah, Tamar, and Potiphar’s wife. When 
we say that these women are historical, we do not mean that all the details of 
their stories are historically accurate. The ancients’ concept of history was 
very different from ours. They were more concerned to convey their theo- 
logical convictions than to report events. 

Today we are aware of the impossibility of total objectivity in reporting 
any occurrence. What is told and what is left out can powerfully affect the 
way the event is understood. Nevertheless we value objectivity. We aim for 
historical accuracy. The ancients did not share this value. Thus the stories of 
the women of Genesis are colored by various political, social, and theological 
agendas, some more obvious to us than others. 

In addition, most biblical stories have a complex oral and written prehis- 
tory. Several written sources are sometimes edited together to make a new 
whole. By using source, form, and redaction criticism, scholars are able to 
make intelligent guesses at the nature of the prehistory of the stories. These 
approaches dominated biblical scholarship during the first half of the twen- 
tieth century. 

During the second half of the century, the focus gradually shifted. With- 
out denying the results of the earlier approaches, biblical scholars devoted 
more energy to analyzing the finished product. Thus literary criticism has 
taken on new importance. This is especially true of feminist interpretations 
of biblical women’s stories. Literary critics do not presume, however, that the 
stories they analyze are historically objective. Kernels of historical reality may 
underlie the stories. Determining which parts of the stories represent these 
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kernels, however, is not the focus of most feminist interpreters. Though 
often unstated, the distinction between the literary characters and the histor- 
ical persons is assumed. 

In several important instances, feminist interpretations of Eve’s story 
involve correcting inaccurate translations of key words or phrases. This is less 
the case with the women who follow Eve in Genesis. The focus of feminist 
and womanist interpreters in these stories is in three areas. Some consider 
how to evaluate the characters of the women. For example, biblical scholar 
Sharon Jeansonne uses narrative criticism to determine the attitude of the 
narrator toward the women, which in many cases is more favorable than the 
assessments of modern nonfeminist interpreters. ! 

Others are concerned with possible connections in the women’s stories 
with institutions and customs in ancient southwest Asian and north African 
culture. In her study of the motif of the barren woman, for example, Mary 
Callaway notes that in the Code of Hammurabi provision is made for the 
husband of a priestess who could not bear children. He could marry a lay 
priestess who could bear children, or his wife could give him a female slave 
to produce offspring. Callaway also points out that the Nuzi tablets include 
a marriage contract that states that if the wife was unable to bear children, 
she would provide her husband with a surrogate. Finally, Callaway indicates 
that an Egyptian text from 1100 BCE sanctioned the use of a female slave as 
surrogate mother.” These documents shed light on the stories of Sarah and 
Hagar, as well as those of Rachel and Bilhah and Leah and Zilpah. 

Still others contemplate how certain Israelite legal provisions apply to the 
women of Genesis. In particular, the story of Tamar involves the institution of 
levirate marriage, in which a widowed, childless woman had the right to mate 
with her brother-in-law in order to produce heirs for her dead husband.’ 

Many of the studies focus not on individual women but on patterns that 
can be discerned in the ways the stories are told4 or on sociological matters.° 
Indeed, many of the women of Genesis are frustrating to study as individuals, 
because they are not developed very well as characters. Esther Fuchs describes 
the problem as follows: 


None of the biblical mother-figures matches the depth and complexity of 
father-figures like Abraham, Jacob, Jephthah, and David. Only father- 
figures are shown to experience conflict between, for example, parental 
love and the exigencies of divine authority (Abraham and Jephthah). Only 
they demonstrate the complexity of a situation in which a parent is called 
upon to scold his most beloved son, or to hide his love for fear of sibling 
revenge (Jacob). Only they exemplify the human conflict between love for 
and fear of one’s own child (David). The parental role played by the father- 
figure constitutes only one aspect in the character, one that contributes to 
the depth and many-sidedness of this character. It does not eclipse his other 
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qualities. This is the difference between a multifaceted, well-developed lit- 
erary character and a type, or a role model. . . . Although motherhood is 
the most exalted female role in the biblical narrative, the biblical mother- 
figures attain neither the human nor the literary complexity of their male 
counterparts. The patriarchal framework of the biblical story prevents the 
mother figure from becoming a full-fledged human role model, while its 
androcentric perspective confines her to a limited literary role, largely sub- 
ordinated to the biblical male protagonists.° 


With these considerations in mind, we move to the stories themselves. 
Most of the women of Genesis are helpmates, that is to say, wives and moth- 
ers. The importance of motherhood is a theme that runs through the stories 
of these women, as well as of the women of the Hebrew Bible in general.’ 
Eight of the ten women are clearly mothers (Sarah, Lot’s daughters, Hagar, 
Rebekah, Rachel, Leah, and Tamar). The parental role of one of the ten is not 
specified (Potiphar’s wife).8 One is precluded from marriage and legitimate 
family because of an illicit sexual encounter (Dinah). Three are initially bar- 
ren (Sarah, Rebekah, and Rachel). Later they conceive and bear children, but 
only after two of them have given their handmaids to their husbands to pro- 
duce offspring (Sarah and Rachel). Tamar pretends to be a harlot.” Her story 
centers on male denial of the ancient custom of levirate marriage. Hagar, 
Lot’s daughters, and Dinah are victims. 

One issue that comes up repeatedly is deception.'° Of the ten women 
considered here, six of them are portrayed as tricksters (Lots daughters, 
Rebekah, Rachel, Tamar, and Potiphar’s wife). Biblical scholar Susan Niditch 
puts this issue in a broader context: 


One of the biblical authors’ favorite narrative patterns is that of the trick- 
ster. Israelites tend to portray their ancestors and thereby to imagine them- 
selves as underdogs, as people outside the establishment who achieve 
success in roundabout, irregular ways. One of the ways marginals confront 
those in power and achieve their goals is through deception or trickery. 
The improvement in their status may be only temporary, for to be a trick- 
ster is to be of unstable status, to be involved in transformation and 
change. In Genesis, tricksters are found among Israelites sojourning in for- 
eign lands, among younger sons who would inherit, and among women.!! 


Another dynamic in two of the stories involves power plays between 
women. In one case, the rivalry is between relative equals (Rachel and 
Leah).'* In the other, it is between unequal partners (Sarah and Hagar).!° 
One woman is depicted as a temptress (Potiphar’s wife). Two of the women 
are clearly foreigners (Hagar and Potiphar’s wife). The ethnic identity of one 
is uncertain but is probably Canaanite (Tamar). 
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With the exception of the temptress, the women of Genesis are portrayed 
by the narrator relatively sympathetically. For reasons that are not entirely 
clear, however, interpreters over the centuries have often assessed the charac- 
ters of these women in more negative terms than the narrator. Having sur- 
veyed the women of Genesis in general terms, we can now look at them 


individually. 


SARAH 


Sarah is the first matriarch of the Bible. Her story is found in Genesis 12-21. 
She is described as beautiful (Gen. 12:11), so beautiful that twice Abraham 
passes her off as his sister to save himself (Gen. 12:11-20; 20:1-18). The 
narrator does not tell us how Sarah feels about these arrangements. 

Sarah is the first in a line of barren women who through God’s power 
finally have a male child.!4 Before Sarah conceives, though, she gives her 
Egyptian handmaid Hagar to Abraham to produce an heir (Gen. 16:1-3). 
When Hagar does become pregnant, problems develop between Sarah and 
Hagar (Gen. 16:4) that lead to Sarah’s abuse of Hagar. As a result, Hagar flees 
to the desert (Gen. 16:6). The story leaves a lot of unanswered questions. 
Sarah blames Abraham for being the cause of the problems (Gen. 16:5). He 
does not deny the accusations but gives Hagar into Sarah’s control (Gen. 
16:6). He appears passive; Sarah comes across as cruel. 

After Ishmael is born to Hagar, the divine announcement of Sarah’s 
impending pregnancy is given, not to her, but to Abraham (Gen. 17:1-16; 
18:10). When Abraham laughs in disbelief, he does not incur divine judg- 
ment (Gen. 17:17—21). When Sarah overhears the news in the tent, she also 
laughs incredulously. Then she is reprimanded (Gen. 18:15). 

After Isaac is born to Sarah (Gen. 21:1—5), the rivalry between Sarah and 
Hagar continues (Gen. 21:9). As a result, Sarah finally sends Hagar and Ish- 
mael away permanently. Although Abraham is concerned, Sarah has her way 
(Gen. 21:10-14). Again, Abraham appears to be passive, while Sarah appears 
jealous and cruel. Neither stands out as the role model we might have 
expected. Finally, when Abraham takes Isaac out to sacrifice him, he does not 
consult Sarah at all (Gen. 22:1-19). 

The characters in this drama are painted as imperfect human beings. 
There are no heroes. Neither are there any villains. Sarah is old, but still 
beautiful, and desperate to have a son. She can be jealous and cruel. Never- 
theless she is not vilified in the text.!° 

Feminist commentators react to her in a variety of ways. According to 
Esther Fuchs, biblical mothers, including Sarah, are depicted in ways that 
advance the interests of patriarchy, in particular the man’s desire to control 
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women’s sexuality and reproductive capacity. Fuchs believes that Sarah is mar- 
ginalized throughout the Abraham-Sarah sequences. She appears only in con- 
texts where her sexuality or reproductive ability comes into play, and even 
then her role is limited. This is particularly evident in the annunciation scene, 
in which she is literally sequestered in the tent, where she can only overhear 
the birth announcement. !6 

Tammi Schneider reads Sarah’s story in a more positive light, viewing 
Sarah as morally superior to Abraham. For example, many feminist inter- 
preters are concerned that God reprimands Sarah for her laughter after she 
has heard the announcement that she will have a child (Gen. 18:15), but 
Schneider argues persuasively that it is not God who criticizes Sarah, but 
rather Abraham.!” 

In a fascinating article that focuses on Hagar but inevitably also involves 
Sarah, Pamela Tamarkin Reis suggests that when Sarah offers Hagar to Abra- 
ham “to be built up,” the idea is not that Sarah will adopt the child as her 
own (which she never does), but that through her willingness to share the 
marital bed, her own fecundity will be stimulated.'!® At the point at which 
Sarah makes this offer to Abraham, God has promised Abraham numerous 
offspring, but Sarah has not been named as the mother, so Sarah is not show- 
ing lack of faith as some commentators have suggested. 

Reis argues that the sexual relationship between Abraham and Hagar is 
supposed to last only long enough to produce a child. After Hagar becomes 
pregnant, she no longer should have access to Abraham's bed. In Genesis 
16:5, the plot thickens: 


Then Sarai said to Abram, “May the wrong done to me be on you! I gave 
my slave-girl to your embrace, and when she saw that she had conceived, 
she looked on me with contempt. May the LORD judge between you 
and me!” 


The Hebrew word translated “wrong,” /amas, is a very strong word, even 
stronger than the English word “outrage.” Aviva Zornberg says that it means 
“violent robbery with undertones of sexual rapacity.”!? Most interpreters do 
not understand what Abraham has done that should elicit such a strong 
response from Sarah. A failure to protect Sarah from Hagar’s contempt 
hardly would seem to merit such a scolding. The fact that the second person 
pronoun in the last line, “May the Lorp judge between you and me!” uses 
the Hebrew consonantal feminine spelling (though vocalized as a masculine 
form by the Masoretes) means that the line was probably spoken to Hagar 
rather than to Abraham, and shows that Abraham and Hagar were together 
when Sarah was speaking, first to Abraham and then immediately afterward 
without a pause to Hagar. This feminine pronoun, along with the use of the 
Hebrew word hamas, makes it likely that Sarah caught the couple in bed 
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together and was therefore justified in her anger at both of them.”° This read- 
ing changes Sarah from an irrationally angry woman who is quick to blame 
others into one whose anger and reproach are quite understandable and rea- 
sonable. Reis, nevertheless, does not believe that Sarah’s response of treating 
Hagar harshly, or afflicting or oppressing her—however the Hebrew verb 
should be translated—is justified.”! 

Sarah does not impress most feminist readers as a positive role model. 
Womanist theologian Delores Williams suggests that Sarah “has been viewed 
as the haughty (white? Jewish?) slave owner seemingly unconcerned with her 
role as victimizer.”?* We will return to the issue of her ethnic identity in the 
discussion on Hagar. Some commentators, however, view Sarah as almost as 
much a victim as Hagar. Fuchs sees the problem as an ideological one. The 
narrative subtly suggests that because women cant get along with one 
another, sisterhood is not a viable alternative to patriarchy. 

How, then, do we assess Sarah? Is she victim or victimizer? The text 
depicts Sarah as a strong woman, but hers is not a modern egalitarian mar- 
riage. Her literary role and focus are limited to the important business of 
children. As presented in the text, she is a victimizer of Hagar, but she also 
suffers at the hands of her husband, who twice passes her off as his sister to 
save his own skin and who possibly cheats on her with Hagar. In addition she 
is also a victim of a value system that valued women primarily for their repro- 
ductive capacity, as economically necessary as it may have been. 

Sarah’s story is replayed wherever and whenever the oppressed oppress those 
who have even less power. Sarah is not a hero. She is someone with whom we 
can perhaps empathize, if we are honest. Some of the students at Howard Uni- 
versity identify more with Sarah than with Hagar. Whatever our ethnic group, 
Americans and Europeans are privileged far beyond our sisters and brothers in 
many other parts of the world. Maybe Hagar can remind us that even as we 
seek justice for women, we must be careful not to do it at the expense of oth- 
ers, especially those whose position in society is more marginal than our own. 


HAGAR 


Hagar, Sarah’s handmaid or servant, or what we might call a live-in domestic 
employee, is Egyptian. Her story is found in Genesis 16 and 21. In Genesis 
16:1-3, Sarah gives Hagar to Abraham as a temporary wife to produce off- 
spring. Hagar conceives and when she becomes aware of her pregnancy, 
looks down on Sarah (Gen. 16:4). If Reis is correct, Abraham and Hagar are 
sleeping together. Sarah blames Abraham, who tells her to do with Hagar as 
she pleases. She abuses her so badly—though the nature of the abuse is not 
stated—that Hagar runs away (Gen. 16:5—6). While she is in the wilderness, 
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God’s messenger finds Hagar and tells her to go back to Sarah, because God 
intends to make a numerous people from her son, whom she is to name Ish- 
mael (Gen. 16:7-12). Then Hagar names God ’e/ rot, meaning “God who 
sees me” (Gen. 16:13). Hagar gives birth to a son, and Abraham names him 
Ishmael, “God hears” (Gen. 16:15). 

The story of Hagar continues in Genesis 21 after Sarah has given birth to 
Isaac. Sarah notices Ishmael doing something with Isaac that commentators 
debate—perhaps playing, perhaps mocking, perhaps imitating, perhaps being 
drunk.” It enrages Sarah to the point that she demands that Abraham drive 
Hagar (whom she now calls a slave rather than a handmaid) and Ishmael away 
so that Ishmael will not share Isaac’s inheritance (Gen. 21:9-10). Abraham is 
distressed, but God tells him not to worry, because Isaac is the one whose 
descendants will bear Abraham’s name, but also God will make of Ishmael a 
great nation (Gen. 21:11—13). The next morning Abraham sends them away 
with a loaf of bread and a skin of water, and they begin to wander aimlessly 
(Gen. 21:14-15). Soon the water is used up, and Hagar puts Ishmael under a 
shrub a distance away from herself, because she cannot bear to watch him die. 
She begins to cry (Gen. 21:16). God hears Ishmael’s (!) cry. God’s messenger 
calls to Hagar and tells her that God has heard the boy’s cry and reminds her 
that Ishmael is to become a great nation (Gen. 21:17—18). Then God opens 
Hagar’s eyes and she sees a well of water from which they drink and fill their 
skin (Gen. 21:19). God is with Ishmael as he grows up in the wilderness and 
becomes an expert archer. Hagar finds a wife for him from her native Egypt 
(Gen. 21:21). 

The story of Hagar is the story of a servant and her mistress, or in modern 
terms an employer and employee. It is the story of struggle for status. It is 
sadly also the story of abuse and exile. With the exception of the sexual com- 
ponent of the relationship, it is debatable whether the relationship can fairly 
be called any more economically exploitative than the relationship between a 
contemporary middle-class woman and a live-in domestic employee (or even 
a cleaning service worker). The modern domestic worker may be technically, 
legally free, but economically probably has few options. Modern readers 
should not be so quick to pass judgment without considering contemporary 
parallels that implicate us. 

If Hagar was supposed to be a surrogate mother, it reminds us that surro- 
gate motherhood is a thorny issue for legal and psychological reasons today. In 
the case of Hagar, however, although most interpreters believe the child she 
bore was supposed to belong to Sarah legally, Sarah never claimed Ishmael. If 
Reis is correct, Sarah never intended to adopt Ishmael. Even if Reis is correct, 
however, Hagar apparently had no choice about entering into a sexual rela- 
tionship with Abraham. The text gives us no indications of her feelings in the 
matter. In the end, Hagar and her son became free, independent persons. 
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Hagar may have been fired from her “job,” but she gained the economic secu- 
rity of a male descendant and the social status of being the mother of the Ish- 
maelites, or in modern terms the Arabs. 

The story of Sarah and Hagar is also the story of two women of different 
ethnic identities in conflict. It would be easy to read into their relationship 
modern American racial tensions; it would also be wrong. Womanist Hebrew 
Bible scholar Renita Weems reminds us in her essay on Hagar that racism as 
we know it today did not exist in the ancient world.” Nevertheless she writes: 
“Theirs is a story of ethnic prejudice exacerbated by economic and sexual 
exploitation. Theirs is a story of conflict, women betraying women, mothers 
conspiring against mothers. Theirs is a story of social rivalry.”2° What kind of 
ethnic prejudice Weems has in mind is not clear. There was no prejudice 
against Africans at the time, as Weems herself makes clear. Indeed, Hagar’s 
Egyptian nationality probably meant that in some senses her social class was 
higher than that of Abraham and Sarah, who were wandering nomads. 

Trible’s assessment is similar to Weems’s, although she is careful not to 
speak in racial or ethnic terms. “Read in light of contemporary issues and 
images, her story depicts oppression in three familiar forms: nationality, class, 
and sex.”?7 

African American biblical scholar John Waters raises many questions about 
the usual readings of Hagar’s story. He notes that there are actually two dif- 
ferent portraits of Hagar in the biblical text. The first portrait, found in Gen- 
esis 16, is mainly a product of the J, or Yahwist, writer. In this version Hagar 
is a proud woman who will not allow herself to be treated harshly. The second 
portrait, in Genesis 21:8—21, is considered by traditional source critics to be a 
product of the E, or Elohist, writer. Here Hagar is much more submissive.”® 

Most people who read Hagar’s story are so gripped by the horror of 
Hagar’s plight that they have difficulty focusing on any positive notes. Trible 
points out, however, that Hagar is the first person—not the first woman, but 
the first person—in the Bible who is visited by a divine messenger. She is the 
only biblical character who dares to name God.”? She is the first woman who 
receives a divine promise of descendants. She is the first woman in historical 
Israel (excluding Gen. 1-11) to bear a child.*° Her child becomes the father 
of a great nation. 

These positives, however, do not erase the suffering. Neither do they 
answer our questions. Why does God send Hagar back to Sarah’s oppression, 
when Hagar flees into the desert? Elsa Tamez responds to this question. 


The angel of the Lord counsels Hagar to return and subject herself to 
Sarah, her old mistress from whom she has been liberated. Indeed! Coun- 
sel of the Lord! God on the side of the oppressors, she might think, and so 
might we. Understood in this manner, it simply doesn’t go with the text. 
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God’s plans are not for Hagar to return to the oppression. . . . What God 
wants is that she and her child should be saved, and at the moment, the 
only way to accomplish that is not in the desert, but by returning to the 
house of Abraham. Ishmael hasnt been born. The first three years of life 
are crucial. Hagar simply must wait a little longer, because Ishmael must 
be born in the house of Abraham to prove that he is the first-born (Deut. 
21:15-17), and to enter into the household through the rite of circumci- 
sion (chap. 17). This will guarantee him participation in the history of sal- 
vation, and will give him rights of inheritance in the house of Abraham.?! 


Along similar lines Delores Williams makes a distinction between (usually 
male) black liberation theology and womanist, Hagar-centered survival, 
quality-of-life traditions. She identifies three areas of theological importance 
in the Hagar story: a continuity of tradition about God between the Bible and 
African American experience, a new methodological level of interpretation 
that is different from, but complementary to traditional historical-critical exe- 
gesis, and a connection between faith and politics.*” 
Niditch again puts this story in broader perspective. She writes: 


The motif of the exposed, endangered, and delivered child is as common 
in the stories of great heroes as that of their mothers’ unusual, difficult 
conceptions. Compare Moses’ origins (Ex. 2:1-10). The motif occurs also 
in Greek narratives about Oedipus and about the Persian king Cyrus. 
Embedded in the Israelite tale of origins is thus another related people’s 
story of its hero’s youth, and on some level Abraham and Sarah are its nec- 
essary villains. God is the god of those deserted in the wilderness, of those 
on the fringes, who are usually in the Hebrew Scriptures not Ishmaelites 
but Israelites.*4 


Nevertheless we cannot ignore the human side of the story. Trible and 
Weems challenge us to take this story to heart. Trible concludes her essay on 
Hagar with these words: “All we who are heirs of Sarah and Abraham, by 
flesh and spirit, must answer for the terror in Hagar’s story. To neglect the 
theological challenge she presents is to falsify faith.”*4 

Weems concludes: 


Finally, out in the wilderness, overcome with grief, the bitter, distraught, 
banished Egyptian slavewoman set her child down and went off a short 
distance to weep alone. She could not bear to watch her son suffer. 

This time, instead of an angel, the Lord appeared. However, it was not 
the mother’s weeping which caused the Lord to speak. Rather, it was the 
child Ishmael’s tears that moved the Lord to intervene on behalf of the 
mother, Hagar. 

“But the Lord heard the voice of the lad” (Genesis 21:17). 
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Just as Ishmael must have wept for the senselessness of Hagar, Sarah, 
and Abrahams ways, maybe it will take our children weeping on our 
behalf—our children weeping for the sins and prejudices and stubbornness 
of we [sic] their mothers and fathers—to convince God to intervene on our 
behalf. Perhaps as a global community we will be saved—if we are to be 
saved at all—because of the little children whose innocent tears will pros- 
trate heaven. 

Though their tears have not always moved us, hopefully they will 
move God. 


God have mercy on us.*° 


Who was Hagar? Her story is the story of cruel abuse. It is also the story 
of a woman who sees and names God and is the mother of a great nation. It 
is not the story of a black woman oppressed by a white one. Whatever ethnic 
tensions underlie this story, they are not the ones familiar to people living in 
the United States. The kinds of questions this story raises for modern readers 
are how privileged women, the primary readers of this book, relate to the 
women who serve them, whether as domestics in their homes, in public 
establishments such as restaurants, dry cleaners, and nail salons, or, at an 
even greater distance, in third-world countries. 


THE DAUGHTERS OF LOT 


Though unnamed and therefore considered unimportant by the biblical edi- 
tors, the daughters of Lot are important for two reasons. First, they are saved 
from being substituted by their father for his male guests whom his neigh- 
bors intended to rape (Gen. 19:1—11). Second, through incest with their father, 
they bear the sons Moab and Ammon (Gen. 19:30-38), whose descendants 
become enemies of Israel. 

Feminist interpreters debate the implications of the near gang rape 
episode. Some believe it was viewed as a reprehensible action by a reprehen- 
sible man.3° Others believe it is indicative of the extremely low status of 
women in ancient Israel.°’ There is probably truth in both positions. Lot is 
no hero. The fact that he even considered such a solution to the problem that 
faced him, however, is an indication of women’s low status. Though Lot is 
depicted as a selfish, thoughtless man, he is often exonerated by male inter- 
preters. They condone his behavior on the ground that he was doing what 
hospitality customs required.*® 

After Lot’s daughters are saved by the visitors who turn out to be angels 
(Gen. 19:10-11), Lot and his wife and daughters escape before Sodom is 
destroyed (Gen. 19:15-16). Then Lot’s wife is turned into a pillar of salt for 
looking back (Gen. 19:26). It is not clear whether this story has a moral, not 
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to disobey God or not to look back, or whether the story developed simply 
to explain an unusual rock formation that looked a bit like a woman.*? Next, 
Lot takes his daughters to live in a cave (Gen. 19:30). 

Lot had not been able to convince his prospective sons-in-law to leave 
Sodom (Gen. 19:14). How hard he tried is not clear. Since the angels had to 
urge him repeatedly to leave (Gen. 19:15—16), perhaps he did not impress 
upon them very strongly the urgency. In any case, the sons-in-law are destroyed 
along with all the other inhabitants of Sodom. 

Thus Lot’s daughters believe there are no men left to marry (Gen. 19:31). 
Desperate to bear children, they commit incest with Lot by getting him 
drunk on two successive nights (Gen. 19:32-35). To conceive children they 
commit two “sins”: deception and incest. Ironically, they sexually manipulate 
the man who would have allowed a crowd to have their will with them. The 
text does not explicitly condemn them for their actions. 

But what are we to make of this story of deception and incest? In a 
delightful article, Melissa Jackson counters the usual feminist tendency to 
read this story in a somber and pessimistic fashion. For example, Gail Cor- 
rington Streete sees the problem in the text not being the sin of incest, but 
the fact that the daughters have taken the initiative sexually; the result of this 
boundary crossing is tainted sons—the eponymous ancestors of Israel’s ene- 
mies the Moabites and the Ammonites.‘ Similarly, Janice Nunnally-Cox 
suggests that the daughters are shamed, even as the Moabites and Ammonites 
are mocked.*! Jackson, however, sees this story as an example of a comic 
trickster narrative. The daughters use their wits and achieve their ends, sub- 
verting the usual power relationships along the way. One of their sons, 
Moab, is even an ancestor of David. Jackson concludes: 


The writers of the patriarchal narratives invite us to step in with them and 
dream our own dreams of a world turned upside-down. Maybe in this real- 
ity patriarchy was not the status quo, men were seen as fools for behaving 
as if they were in total control, and women were valued for motherhood 
and also for their intelligence, courage, inventiveness, creativity.4? 


REBEKAH 


Rebekah is the second matriarch in the Israelite genealogy. Her story is found 
in Genesis 24—27. Genesis 24 is the story of Abraham sending a servant to 
his homeland in search of an appropriate wife for Isaac (Gen. 24:1—9), the 
servant's “chance” meeting with Rebekah (Gen. 24:10-16), her passing the 
test the servant has devised by which to know whom God has chosen (Gen. 
24:17-27), gift giving and discussion (Gen. 24:18—54), Rebekah’s agreeing 
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to go with the servant (Gen. 24:55-61), and finally Rebekah’s marriage to 
Isaac (Gen. 24:62-67). Rebekah is depicted as beautiful, virginal, generous, 
and independent. Isaac finds solace after his mother’s death in his love for 
Rebekah (Gen. 24:67). Rebekah’s feelings about Isaac are not described. 

The next episode in Rebekah’s story concerns the birth of Esau and Jacob. 
She is initially barren, but Isaac prays to God and Rebekah conceives (Gen. 
25:19-21). The pregnancy is difficult, so Rebekah consults with God, who 
tells her that she will bear twins and that the older will serve the younger (in 
the usual translations of Gen. 25:22-23). The twins are born—fist red, hairy 
Esau and then Jacob. Esau becomes a hunter and is preferred by Isaac; Jacob 
keeps to his tents and is preferred by Rebekah (Gen. 25:24-28). One day 
when Jacob is cooking a stew, Esau comes in from the field famished. In 
exchange for his birthright, Esau buys a bowl of Jacob’s stew (Gen. 25:29-34). 

A famine forces Isaac to move into the territory of Abimilech (Gen. 26). 
There he tells people that Rebekah is his sister, because he fears he might be 
killed on account of her beauty (Gen. 26:1-7). One day Abimilech sees Isaac 
fondling Rebekah. Abimilech angrily rebukes Isaac for his lie and warns his 
people not to molest either Isaac or Rebekah (Gen. 26:8-11). 

The final episode recorded about Rebekah is her deception of Isaac con- 
cerning the blessing. Isaac is old and blind. He calls Esau to him and tells him 
to catch some game for him and fix it so that Isaac can bless him (Gen. 
27:1—4). Rebekah overhears this, calls Jacob, and tells him to bring to her 
two kids, which she will prepare. Jacob objects that Isaac will be able to tell 
that he is not Esau, because of his smooth skin, and will curse him rather than 
bless him. Rebekah tells him that she will bear any curse (Gen. 27:5-13). 
Jacob obeys; Rebekah fixes the meal, dresses Jacob in Esau’s clothes, puts the 
kids’ skins on his arms and legs, and sends him with the dish to Isaac (Gen. 
27:14-17). Isaac is suspicious, because Jacob cannot disguise his voice, but in 
the end Isaac is convinced by the smell of the clothes and blesses Jacob (Gen. 
27:18-29). When Esau comes with the meal he has prepared, he is so angry 
with Jacob that he is ready to kill him (Gen. 27:30—41). Rebekah, fearing for 
Jacob’s life, sends him to her brother Laban’s to sit out Esau’s anger (Gen. 
27:42-46). 

Like Sarah, Rebekah is initially barren. Unlike Sarah, she quickly con- 
ceives after Isaac prays to God (Gen. 25:21). Like Sarah, she is also passed off 
by her husband Isaac as his sister (Gen. 26:1—11). Again, the narrator does 
not tell us how Rebekah feels about this arrangement. Biblical scholar Alice 
Laffey writes of this incident: 


From a feminist perspective, this story more closely resembles Gen 12 
than Gen 20. Isaac lied, risking his wife to secure his own well-being. He 
was more important than her, and if one should suffer, quite logically it 
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should be the woman. Isaac is not punished for his lie. On the contrary, 
Abimelech is grateful that none of his people has followed through on the 
implications of the lie, violating Rebecca whom, because of Isaac’s lie, 
they understood to be fair game. That would have been a grave offense 
against Isaac, and the patriarchal culture, and would have resulted in mis- 
fortune for Gerar. Rebecca never speaks, never has a choice, never makes 
a decision. She is a passive character, passed between men, a tragic exam- 
ple of patriarchal culture. 


Bledstein sees this incident in a different light. She believes that Isaac, whom 
she calls Trickster, and Rebekah, whom she calls Binder (from the Hebrew root 
rbq, meaning “to tie fast”), cooperate with each other. She writes: 


Trickster and Binder cooperated in outwitting a powerful man, Abim- 
elech king of Gerar (Gen. 26). As Abraham and Sarah had before, the 
couple presented Binder as Trickster’s sister to keep the husband alive 
among covetous strangers. Later, however, in view of the monarch’s win- 
dow, Trickster was seen mesaheg [= mesaheq], fondling Binder. . . . This 
deception/undeception in Gerar won the couple royal protection.” 


It is impossible to determine which of these largely literary readings is 
“right,” because they both make inferences from the text that are plausible 
but impossible to prove. Laffey is correct, however, in her statement that 
Rebekah is a passive character in this scene. She does not speak at all. 

Rebekah displays no cruelty in her character, nor does she spar with any 
other female character. Her “sin,” according to many readings, lies in deceiv- 
ing Isaac into blessing Jacob, the younger son. However, Christine Allen 
counters the usual criticism of Rebekah by pointing out that God reveals to 
her in a dream that Jacob is the one who will carry on the family traditions. 
Allen argues that Rebekah, more than Isaac, is the spiritual link between 
Abraham and Jacob:*° 


Rebekah then chose an alternative which used deceit. Another holy 
woman, Judith, later on used deceit to murder an enemy. Rebekah’s deceit 
was to fool Isaac into believing that Jacob was his elder son Esau. Can it 
be that God asked this particular deceit of her? . . . In this case, Rebekah 
would not merely be acting on her own to fulfill the prophecy during her 
pregnancy, but she would be responding to a specific call to help the 
divine plan. Had not Abraham been asked to sacrifice Isaac? Could she 
not be asked to sacrifice her marriage trust? Had not Isaac been given 
back? Could not the marriage be reunited? Would not God “suspend the 
ethical for teleological reasons”?47 


Even if Rebekah is exonerated, as Allen advocates, she is still the subordinate 
female who must maneuver around the male structures to achieve her mission. 
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Again, Bledstein has a somewhat different view. She agrees that Rebekah 
acts because of the information she received in her dream. Bledstein does not 
believe, however, that Isaac was really deceived. He was too much of a trickster 
himself to be tricked by someone else. Instead, he sets up the situation to test 
which son is most fit to receive the blessing.*8 This is an interesting theory that 
is not inconsistent with the text. Nevertheless we would be more comfortable 
with this approach if more explicit clues in the text pointed in this direction. 

Although Rebekah is often viewed as a positive character from a feminist 
point of view, she is not well liked by male interpreters. The reason perhaps 
lies in the psychological realm. Biblical and modern women are often stereo- 
typed as constantly fighting among themselves. The jealousy and fighting 
between Sarah and Hagar, for example, are seen as typically feminine. If a 
man is involved in the rivalry, and especially if the woman wins the fight, the 
situation is evaluated differently.*? Sarah’s behavior toward Hagar was cruel 
and far worse than Rebekah’s deception of Isaac. Nevertheless, in the eyes of 
many, Sarah is the more ethical character. Abusing a woman servant is 
acceptable; deceiving a man, even to achieve God’s mission, is not. 

Allen concludes: 


If we view the complete circumstances of Rebekah’s life in the above way 
it is clear that her sanctity was evident in a most profound way. Not only 
does she serve as a model of courage, immediate acceptance of grace, 
long-suffering and willingness to die for God, but she can also be seen as 
the first woman in the Bible to be a saint. In this way she stands on her 
own, regardless of the role she plays as mother or wife. Her primary sig- 
nificance is her own response to God. In addition, however, she is also the 
mother of the faith. As Abraham became the father of the faith through 
meeting the test, so Rebekah became the mother of the faith. More con- 
cretely, she is the mother of Israel. Jacob was told: “Your name shall no 
longer be Jacob, but Israel, because you have been strong against God, 
you will prevail against men” (Gen. 32:28). And if one could break the 
chain of patriarchy a more proper blessing would be “in the name of 


Abraham, Rebekah and Jacob.”*” 


Another reading of Rebekah comes from students in a Women in the Old 
Testament course at Howard Divinity School.*! Their concern is Rebekah’s 
favoritism. How can a mother favor one child over another? How can a 
mother who would do this be lifted up as a role model? These questions, 
however, must be paired with another question: What moral choices and 
compromises might we make if we lived in the world of the ancient Israelites, 
where it was assumed that one male child would be the primary inheritor? 

Who was Rebekah? Was she a strong and virtuous woman who responded 
to God’s call, as Allen believes? Was she a mother with a favored son whose 
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interests she selfishly promoted, as some of the students wondered? However 
one answers these questions, a few matters are clear. Rebekah was a character 
who had difficult choices to make, choices that were severely limited by her 
social context. Were her choices honorable? The narrator presents her in a 
positive light, giving her actions a divine mandate. Oppressed people often 
resort to what the dominant group considers deception to survive. How 
should we assess Rebekah? 


RACHEL AND LEAH 


Rachel and Leah are the third generation of Hebrew matriarchs. Their story 
is found in Genesis 29—35. After Jacob arrives at Laban’s, he meets Rachel 
and falls in love with her (Gen. 29:1-14). He agrees to work for Laban for 
seven years in exchange for marrying her. Laban deceives him by placing 
Leah in his tent on the night of the marriage rather than Rachel, claiming 
that the older daughter had to be married first (Gen. 29:15—26). Jacob agrees 
to work another seven years to earn Rachel (Gen. 29:27—30). 

Like Sarah and Rebekah, Rachel is barren (Gen. 30:1—2).>* Like Sarah, 
she waits many years before she has a child. The narrator does not inform us 
how Sarah feels about being childless for so long. Rachel is distraught over 
her situation, and her long wait for children is made more vexing by the fer- 
tility of her sister. Before she is able to have children, she gives her handmaid 
to Jacob (Gen. 30:3-8), in the same way that Sarah gave Hagar to Abraham. 
Even though Leah is successful in having many children, she also gives her 
handmaid to Jacob (Gen. 30:9-13). Unlike the story of Sarah and Hagar, 
however, there are no evident problems between the sisters and their hand- 
maids, though the sisters have troubles with each other. 

In her ongoing struggle to have children, Rachel buys from Leah some man- 
drakes, supposed fertility enhancers. In exchange for them she provides Leah 
access to Jacob (Gen. 30:14-18). This is an interesting story in two respects: 
although Rachel and Leah are jealous of each other, they cooperate to achieve 
their goals; and they are able to determine Jacob's sleeping arrangements. Rachel 
is finally successful in having two sons (Gen. 30:22-24; 35:16-20). Leah must 
content herself with having many children, for she never wins Jacob’s love. 

Jacob is not content with Laban’s attitude toward him, so he plans to 
return home (Gen. 31:1—13). He consults with Leah and Rachel who also 
feel that their father has cheated him (Gen. 31:14-16). They proceed to 
leave while Laban is busy shearing sheep. Rachel takes the household gods 
without telling Jacob (Gen. 31:17—19). Three days later Laban returns home 
from shearing sheep to discover that Jacob’s family is gone. He catches up 
with them, upbraids Jacob for stealing away, searches for the missing gods 
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unsuccessfully, and finally is reconciled with Jacob (Gen. 31:22—54). Jacob, 
Leah, Rachel, and their children and goods leave (Gen. 32:1—2). Rachel dies 
in childbirth after reaching Canaan (Gen. 35:18-20). 

The story of Rachel and Leah is, on one level, the story of the rivalry 
between two sisters for the love of one husband. Beneath the rivalry is the 
story of the struggle for self-esteem. Leah is not as beautiful as Rachel. Her 
eyes are described as rakkét, usually translated “weak,” but the more basic 
meaning is “tender” or “soft.”* Perhaps Rachel is more outwardly beautiful, 
but Leah is more sensitive and kind.” All the children she produces for Jacob 
cannot make him love her. Rachel enjoys Jacob’s love but for a long time 
lacks the one thing her society requires for a woman to gain respect. 
Although tension mars the relationship of the sisters, they are united in their 
hatred of their father (Gen. 31:14-16). They despise him because he has put 
them in this awkward position of being married to the same man (Gen. 
29:16-28) and because he has cheated them (Gen. 31:14—16). 

The story of Rachel and Leah is, finally, the story of another deceptive act. 
Rachel steals her father’s household gods as her family departs from Jacob’s 
compound (Gen. 31:19). Although no motive is expressed, one possibility is 
that anger at her father is the reason for the theft.>° Another possibility not 
inconsistent with the first is that the gods represent leadership of the fam- 
ily.°° Ilana Pardes cites the Nuzi documents as evidence for this belief.*” 
Another view is heard from Cheryl Exum, who, following Nancy Jay, believes 
that the gods represent the line of a descent reckoned through the mother. 
Thus Rachel’s theft would signify her claim that her son Joseph was the one 
through whom descent should be determined.*® 

When Jacob comes looking for the idols, Rachel is sitting on them. She 
claims that she “has the way of women” (Gen. 31:34-35), evidently meaning 
that she is having her menstrual period. For this reason she cannot rise. 
Jacqueline Lapsley points out that there is an ironic double edge in her words. 
She cannot rise to confront her father in a legal action (“rise” being the verb 
used of a legal confrontation), because she is a female who is not allowed such 
independent action. Thus she will follow the “way of women,” which means 
being a trickster.’ In a fascinating discussion of Rachel's story, Pardes sees 
Rachel’s life as paralleling Jacob’s in important ways, but ultimately Jacob’s 
dream is fulfilled, whereas Rachel dies in childbirth. Pardes says: 


Rachel’s dream, however, is not doomed to total frustration. In a remark- 
able manner she has always managed to gain much admiration for her 
daring aspirations and compassion for her tragic failures. . . . She has 
never ceased to be the favorite matriarch in Jewish tradition. This is 
already evident in Jeremiah, who selects Rachel, and not Leah, as the 
mother of the nation, as the one who is best suited to accompany Jacob 
in his position as the eponymous father.°° 
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We will return to this matter in chapter 8. 

Who were Rachel and Leah? To what degree were they victims? To what 
degree was Rachel a strong woman fighting against either a selfish father or a 
patriarchal system or both? Most modern feminists will feel that Rachel and 
Leah were victimized by their father and a social structure that valued women 
primarily for their ability to bear children and secondarily for their beauty. 
Whether Rachel was consciously fighting patriarchy is another matter, a mat- 
ter that cannot be proved. Was Rachel morally justified in stealing her father’s 
gods? The humor in the story suggests that the narrator’s answer is yes. 


DINAH 


Dinah’s story is found in Genesis 34. She is Jacob’s only daughter mentioned 
in the Bible. Her mother is Leah. Dinah’s story is a sad tale of a woman who 
dares to leave the safe confines of her tent. She dares to go out to meet the 
local women in Shechem, where her family has settled (Gen. 34:1). She has 
a sexual encounter (usually described as rape, but see below) with Shechem, 
the son of Hamor, whose family inhabits the land (Gen. 34:2). He falls in 
love with her and asks to marry her (Gen. 34:3-4). He ends up murdered, 
along with the rest of the Shechemites, when Dinah’s brothers Simeon and 
Levi act duplicitly (Gen. 34:5—24) and take revenge (Gen. 34:25-29). When 
Jacob hears of the sexual encounter, he waits until his sons return from the 
field to respond to the situation (Gen. 34:5). Just as his sons are returning, 
Hamor comes to negotiate (Gen. 34:6-7). They agree to a plan that requires 
the Shechemites to be circumcised in exchange for the right to intermarry 
with the Israelites. Simeon and Levi have no intention of keeping their side 
of the bargain (Gen. 34:13-17). Rather, they take advantage of the vulnera- 
bility of the Shechemites while they are healing from their circumcision to 
slaughter them (Gen. 34:25-26). We never learn Dinah’s feelings about any 
of this, unless the phrase “spoke tenderly to her” (Gen. 34:3), literally “he 
spoke to her heart” (wayedabber ‘al leb), suggests a reciprocal feeling.°! 

In a thought-provoking study of Dinah, Ita Sheres, a native of Israel, draws 
parallels between the story of Dinah and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Levi 
and Simeon are like some modern Israelis who will use any excuse to annihi- 
late the Palestinians. Dinah is like the Israeli doves, mostly women, who 
would like to talk with the Palestinians, the people of the land. Like Dinah, 
they are quickly silenced.® Sheres seeks to make connections between the past 
and the present. Her work is imaginative and bold. It dares us to apply the 
texts to the crises of our time. 

Working as a team, biblical scholars Danna Fewell and David Gunn chal- 
lenge the interpretation of the Dinah story by another influential biblical 
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scholar, Meir Sternberg.? Fewell, Gunn, and Sternberg are all literary critics, 
but they read the story of Dinah very differently. For Sternberg, Levi and 
Simeon are the heroes of the story who stand for idealism and rights. Fewell 
and Gunn disagree both with Sternberg’s heroes and with his sense of moral- 
ity. They believe the narrator elicits sympathy for Shechem when he falls in 
love with her. They believe that Jacob’s slowness to act is not passivity but pru- 
dence. He waits until his sons return home so that they can consult together. 
He cannot do much alone. Fewell and Gunn read the brothers’ angry reaction 
as the selfish outburst of men whose honor has been tarnished. They see no 
concern for Dinah. Fewell and Gunn see the brothers’ agreement with the 
Shechemites as a good one. Jacob apparently approves the plan as the best 
possible under the circumstances. Little does he know the deceit that is 
involved. Finally, they understand the killing of the Shechemites to be way 
out of proportion with the crime. It endangers the whole family and leaves 
Dinah without matrimonial prospects. 
Fewell and Gunn summarize: 


Our discussion has run its course. What have we argued? 

First, that where Sternberg’s reader sees admirable principles, our 
reader sees culpable neglect of responsibility. If Simeon and Levi are 
Sternberg’s heroes, they are certainly not ours. 

Second, that where Sternberg’s reader expresses contempt for the char- 
acters Jacob, Hamor, and Shechem, our reader expresses a measure of 
sympathy for them, not as heroes but as complex characters making the 
best of a flawed world. 

Third, that where Sternberg’s reader sees Dinah as a helpless girl to be 
rescued, our reader sees a young woman who could have made her own 
choices—limited though they might have been—had she been asked.°° 


In conclusion Fewell and Gunn express their concerns about the risks in 
their reading of Dinah’s story: 


Justice, we want to say, cannot be served in a society where men, men’s 
rights, and men’s honor control women's lives. To advocate a woman’s 
marrying her rapist might itself seem to be a dangerous and androcentric 
advocacy. And so it would be if the story world offered other liberating 
alternatives. 

But for there to be a whole other way there would have to be a whole 
other world. 


When I first read Fewell and Gunn’s interpretation, I found it persuasive in 
many respects. However, Sternberg’s response reveals serious problems with 
their reading, even from a feminist perspective.°” For example, the evidence 
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that “he spoke to her heart” indicates a reciprocal feeling on Dinah’s part is 
not convincing. One can whisper sweet nothings; how the hearer hears them 
is another matter.°* This might seem a trivial detail, but in fact it is impor- 
tant to Fewell and Gunn's interpretation, as Sternberg points out: 


Thus, Fewell and Gunn end by sadly avowing that to urge “a woman's 
marrying her rapist might itself seem to be a dangerous and androcentric 
advocacy” (p. 211). Now, if even a Dinah supposed to find her redress in 
such marriage can get the supposers into trouble with feminism, then a 
Dinah hustled into marriage while herself uncommitted, possibly averse to 
the idea, would scandalize most people. At the very least, though nothing 
can quite save the redress and its endorsers from the taint of sexism, the 
prospective bride must be made a consenting, sentimental party. But how, 
given that she rarely appears in action, never in speech and thought? So the 
passing reference to her “heart” must serve for heartfelt consent . . . turn- 
ing inside Dinah’s mind the outside view of Shechem’s utterance to her.°? 


The debate between Sternberg and Fewell and Gunn, one of the most 
gripping to appear in the Journal of Biblical Literature for many years, goes 
beyond the interpretation of this story to broader questions of the possibility 
of objective, or what Sternberg calls “foolproof” interpretation. Without 
entering here that broader debate, which is considered in the introduction to 
this book, I agree with Sternberg that Fewell and Gunn’s interpretation of the 
Dinah story has both linguistic and feminist problems. 

Another feminist interpreter approaches Dinah’s story in a different way. 
Her conclusions are similar to Fewell and Gunn’s, but her methodology is 
different. Rapists do not fall in love with their victims. This story does not 
“feel” like a story of rape. Did Shechem really rape Dinah? 

Using a philological approach, Lyn Bechtel argues that what happens 
between Dinah and Shechem is not rape but an illicit sexual liaison in which 
there was mutual consent. There is no specific word in Hebrew for rape. The 
Hebrew root used here that is usually translated “rape” is ‘nh. Bechtel believes 
that here this word has the meaning of “shame.” To her, the sexual union 
between Shechem and Dinah was considered shameful to Dinah because 
Shechem and Dinah were not from the same group, but it was not what we 
call rape. This interpretation is supported by the last sentence of the story. 
Simeon and Levi say, “Has he [Shechem] made our sister like a harlot?” Bech- 
tel writes: 


Harlots engage in sexual relations for business purposes, so there is 
mutual consent. Harlots are not raped. They are women with no bond- 
ing or obligation to a family unit; they do not fit into the central social 
structure. By saying that Dinah has become like a harlot, Simeon and Levi 
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show that Dinah has not been raped. Instead, she has crossed the tribal 
boundary and acted like a harlot without bonding or responsibility to the 
family or the community.’° 


Dinah’s family believes that she has been shamed because she has consorted 
with an uncircumcised outsider. Even after Shechem asks to marry Dinah and 
he and his group agree to circumcision, Levi and Simeon still feel vulnerable 
and thus retaliate by killing the Shechemites while they are still healing from 
their circumcision. Jacob reprimands his sons because their behavior has jeop- 
ardized the group.” 

Bechtel concludes: 


Dinah, Shechem, and the tribal patriarch, Jacob, are mediating figures in 
the story. Dinah and Shechem actively engage one another and bond sex- 
ually. . . . In light of this bonding Jacob tries to bond with and cooperate 
with the Canaanites in another way. . . . Yet, both attempts at unity/ 
bonding are thwarted by Simeon and Levi, who place the concerns of the 
individual over the well-being of the community. So the tribes of Simeon 
and Levi are removed from the central social/political structure. 

In the story Dinah is not “raped”; the Canaanites are, but we can only 
understand what is going on in this story when we understand group- 
orientation and the dynamics of group bonding and obligation.” 


One of the problems with the story of Dinah and Shechem is that if their 
encounter was not a rape, then what happened? It is hard to imagine that it 
was the ancient equivalent of modern free love. Anita Diamant suggests in 
her novel The Red Tent that Dinah meets the prince of Shechem (who is 
called Shalem) while helping her mother Leah, a midwife who is delivering a 
baby of the king of Shechem’s concubine. Dinah and Shalem fall in love; the 
queen of Shechem likes Dinah and arranges for a return visit, playing match- 
maker. Dinah and Shalem end up in bed together, and the story follows the 
biblical plot, at least for a while, before diverging again.” 

Although the novel is historical fiction, with an emphasis on the word fic- 
tion, anthropologists indicate that in many societies, something called mar- 
riage by abduction was practiced up to relatively recent times—and in some 
cases perhaps down to the present. Although this sounds like rape, and some- 
times it involved force, in other cases it was consensual and was actually 
arranged by friends or family members when the more usual marriage 
arrangements by fathers could or would not be made. Usually, after the fact 
the more formal financial negotiations occurred, although sometimes vio- 
lence was the aftermath. Thus, it is possible that Dinah and Shechem’s 
encounter was of this consensual, though nonnormative type, and they were 
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among the unlucky ones for whom the relationship ended violently. The fact 
that Shechem was of a different, uncircumcised ethnic group probably con- 
tributed to the problems, making the story an ancient version of Romeo and 
Juliet or West Side Story. 

From a modern Western individualistic perspective the story of Dinah is 
disturbing because no one seems to be concerned with Dinah’s rights, includ- 
ing what we would view as her right to have a voice in decisions that affect 
her life. The story is also disturbing because the revenge seems completely 
out of proportion with the alleged crime. However, here our sense of dis- 
comfort may be shared by the narrator. Finally, the story is disturbing to us 
because we do not know what Dinah’s feelings were concerning all the events 
in the story and what became of her. We would like the biblical authors to 
have answered these questions, but they were not interested in them. They 
were more interested in the group dynamics. It is hard to assess whether their 
lack of interest in the individual Dinah is a result of their androcentrism or 
simply their group orientation, but my guess is the latter. 

Dinah was a victim, not of rape, but of brothers who were overzealous in 
their concern for what they mistakenly believed was good for their group. 
Although the modern Western perspective differs in many ways from the 
ancient one, at least on this one conclusion we may agree. 


TAMAR 


Tamar's story is told in Genesis 38. She marries Er, the eldest son of Judah, 
one of the eleven sons of Jacob. Er dies soon after he marries Tamar (Gen. 
38:7), leaving her a childless widow. The rule of levirate marriage then comes 
into play, allowing her to mate with her husband’s brother to produce heirs for 
the deceased (Gen. 38:8). Onan spills his seed, however, to avoid his respon- 
sibility (Gen. 38:9). God kills him in punishment (Gen. 38:10). Judah is 
afraid to give his only remaining son, Shelah, to Tamar. He tells her to return 
to her father’s house until Shelah is older (Gen. 38:11). Nothing comes of 
Judah’s promise. 

Meanwhile, Judah is widowed (Gen. 38:12). At sheep-shearing time 
Tamar removes her mourning clothes and puts on a veil. Her goal is to obtain 
from Judah what he would not provide through his son (Gen. 38:14). Not 
recognizing her behind her veil, he arranges to hire her (Gen. 38:15). She 
requires him to give her his seal, cord, and staff as guarantees that he will later 
pay her (Gen. 38:16-18). When Judah sends a friend to pay her, however, no 
harlot”4 can be found (Gen. 38:20). Three months later, when Tamar is evi- 
dently pregnant, Judah wants her burned. Then she produces the evidence 
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that he is the father. He pronounces her more righteous than he (Gen. 
38:24—26). She bears twins, Perez and Zerah (Gen. 38:27—30). 

Tamar is clearly a woman who takes charge. Feminist interpreters have 
pointed out the positive light in which she is cast. Johanna van Wijk-Bos 
(formerly Bos) writes: 


The story of Tamar points in the direction of a gynocentric bias. The men 
in the story are wrongheaded irresponsible bunglers, who dont see straight. 
They are shown up as such by Tamar, who notices correctly and who 
causes Judah such an “eye-opener” that his view of reality is restored. The 
tone in which the men are discussed, summarily dispatched by God, or 
acting as if they were in charge and all the while making fools of them- 
selves, points to a gynocentric bias as well.’* 


The methodology of van Wijk-Bos is literary criticism. She is aware of the 
androcentric aspects of the story. These include the failure of the narrator to 
condemn Judah and Tamar’s victory, consisting of the birth of two sons. In 
spite of these elements, van Wijk-Bos believes that the woman’s point of view 
is dominant in the story.’° In a similar fashion Melissa Jackson views Tamar's 
story as a comic trickster narrative. She invites us to 


study, think, and then choose how to interpret Scripture. Thus, we may 
choose not to perpetuate a tradition of utterly somber scriptural study. 
Instead, we may opt to stand in the subversive tradition of inviting the 
comic to break upon us, revealing to us our true selves—and in so doing, 
revealing a transcendent reality that can be the inspiration for our work 
and the substance of our dreams.’” 


Other interpreters have focused on the way the story functions in the 
larger narrative. It is sandwiched between the sale of Joseph by his brothers 
in Genesis 37 and the attempted seduction of Joseph by Potiphar’s wife in 
Genesis 39. Chronologically the story of Tamar must come after the story of 
Joseph and Potiphar’s wife, for at this point Judah is still a young man. Liter- 
ary critic Mieke Bal suggests that the placement of Tamar’s story warns the 
reader not to be too concerned about Joseph’s problem with Potiphar’s wife. 
The message of the story of Tamar is that women are not the lethal creatures 
that some, like Judah, might mistakenly believe them to be.’® If this inter- 
pretation is correct, both the content of the story and its placement are sub- 
versive of sexist attitudes toward women. 

Like many other biblical women, Tamar must use deception to achieve 
her ends. Like many other biblical women, she must become a mother to 
have a place in society. Nevertheless, in a culture that came to be fearful of 
women and especially of foreign women, Tamar’s story is a ray of hope. 
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POTIPHAR’S WIFE 


The story of the attempted seduction of Joseph by Potiphar’s wife is told in 
Genesis 39. After several unsuccessful attempts at seduction, Potiphar’s wife 
tries again. Joseph once more declines and flees, leaving a piece of his gar- 
ment behind in her hand (Gen. 39:7—12). She then turns the tables on 
Joseph, accusing him of trying to seduce her. Ironically, she uses the torn gar- 
ment as evidence (Gen. 39:13—18). Potiphar believes her and has Joseph 
thrown in jail (Gen. 39:19-20). There Joseph uses his skills as an interpreter 
of dreams. He so impresses Pharaoh that he is freed to become Pharaoh's sec- 
ond in command (Gen. 41:14—46). 

Potiphar’s wife is as undeveloped a character as Dinah. Unlike Dinah, 
however, she is a subject rather than an object. Potiphar’s wife is hardly a vic- 
tim, although she does not accomplish her goal of seducing Joseph. Athalya 
Brenner calls her a negative temptress and a negative foreign woman.”? She 
contrasts with Tamar, who is a positive temptress, and Hagar, who is a posi- 
tive foreign woman. 

Susan Hollis points out that the story of Potiphar’s wife uses an old folk 
motif. In this motif the apparently destructive actions of a woman result in a 
man’s positive transformation.®° The happy endings to these stories, however, 
do not change the negative portrayal of the women in general or Potiphar’s 
wife in particular. Her intentions have nothing to do with the final outcome. 

She is a seducer and a negative deceiver. Unlike Rebekah’s deception of Jacob 
and Tamar's deception of Judah, the deceptive behavior of Potiphar’s wife is self- 
serving, spiteful, and hypocritical. Potiphar’s wife is the stereotypical sexually 
potent, evil woman. Unlikely to be historical, she represents a real masculine 
fear. This fear is perhaps neutralized by the male victim’s surviving and even 
benefiting from the confrontation with the evil woman. In addition, although 
Potiphar’s wife succeeds in having Joseph punished, she vanishes from the text 
afterward. In contrast, Joseph’s story continues. He is remembered as hero. She 
is barely remembered, a flat character who moves the action along. 

Heather McKay tries to flesh out the flat character of Potiphar’s wife, 
whom she calls Rahpitop—Potiphar spelled in reverse. Joseph is brought in 
and usurps Rahpitop’s role as manager of the household for reasons that are 
never explained. Because Potiphar is called a eunuch, McKay suggests he is 
sterile and assumes that Rahpitop is desperate for children. Thus Rahpitop 
tries to seduce Joseph, but when she fails, she lashes out against him, claim- 
ing that he tried to seduce her. Potiphar, who in McKay’s retelling runs a 
prison, transfers Joseph there where he works his way up the employment 
ladder, thus resolving the crisis. This reading does paint a somewhat more 
sympathetic portrait of Potiphar’s wife than the traditional one. The reading 
is not inconsistent with the biblical text.*! 
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In an unexpected sequel to the story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife, Joseph 
marries an Egyptian woman named Asenath, daughter of Potiphara (Gen. 
41:45). This warns the reader that not all foreign women are evil. Although 
the names Potiphar and Potiphara are not the same, the similarity suggests 
the possibility of reconciliation. We would like to imagine Potiphar, his wife, 
their daughter Asenath, and Joseph sitting around laughing about the past 
together. 

Joseph's marriage to Asenath also tells us that one of Jacob's sons married 
an Egyptian and that his children were ethnically mixed. How many of 
Joseph’s brothers also married Egyptian women we have no way of knowing. 
It is likely that many of them did. When the Hebrew people left Egypt, “a 
mixed crowd also went up with them” (Exod. 12:38). They were Afro-Asiatic. 


CONCLUSIONS 


How these stories are read depends in part on what methodology is used. 
The feminist readings of women’s stories in Genesis vary widely. Literary 
critics look primarily at the texts, but there are enough gaps and enough 
unanswered questions that different interpreters read the texts differently. 
Those who use the culturally cued reading approach are more aware of the 
cultural context of the texts, but they do not always emphasize the same cul- 
tural phenomena. Those who seek to investigate these texts historically often 
must base their conclusions on less than concrete evidence. In spite of the 
variety of interpretations, some conclusions can be drawn. 

The women of Genesis run the gamut from helpmates to harlots. The 
only missing category is heroes. One might argue that Rebekah, Rachel, and 
Tamar are heroes, but they are rather limited in their accomplishments. We 
would prefer to reserve the title of hero for those like the midwives Shiprah 
and Puah in Exodus, who defy authority, and those like Deborah, Jael, and 
Esther, whose heroism is more public. Or is that an androcentric bias? 

Our invisible category of victim is well represented by Hagar and Dinah. 
Although the women of Genesis include a wide variety of individuals, they 
share a lack of structural power. Each must work through and around the 
patriarchal structures of father, father-in-law, or brother. When Sarah and 
Rebekah are passed off by their husbands as their sisters, it suggests that 
women were vulnerable to being acquired by the strongest man. Although 
the focus in these stories is on the potential harm to their husband, the impli- 
cations for the women are clear. 

Rebekah’s efforts to ensure that Jacob is blessed reveal her lack of author- 
ity in inheritance decisions. The story of Rachel and Leah shows how little 
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their feelings mattered in the marriage arrangements. Similarly, Lot’s daugh- 
ters are totally dependent on their father, who is not a good provider. Tamar’s 
right to levirate marriage means little when her father-in-law chooses not to 
offer his third son to her. Her only resort is effective, but indicates just how 
weak her position is. 

Hagar is doubly weak as a woman and a servant. Her feelings are not con- 
sulted about surrogate motherhood, nor does she have any right not to be 
abused. As powerful as Potiphar’s wife is, even she must convince her hus- 
band that Joseph has tried to seduce her before Joseph is sent to prison. 

In spite of their lack of structural power, the women of Genesis are por- 
trayed as active, strong women. They are depicted as women who find ways 
to achieve their goals. With the exception of Potiphar’s wife, these goals are 
characterized as honorable. Nevertheless the determination of a woman's 
worth by her ability to bear children is a shadow over all these stories. The 
lack of feminine authority and structural power made many of the women 
resort to trickery. It also resulted in too many of them becoming victims. 

Finally, we cannot read these stories without being aware of the fear of 
women's sexuality. This comes through especially in the stories of Tamar and 
Potiphar’s wife. 

The women of Genesis are characters out of a distant past. Yet their sto- 
ries continue to touch our lives, affecting the way women perceive them- 
selves and the ways in which societies where the Bible is an important 
cultural influence perceive women. And these stories, though put in final 
form long ago, are never really finished. In subtle ways readers retell and 
reshape the stories to speak to each new generation in search of meaning. 


DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 


. To what degree do you identify with Sarah? With Hagar? 
. How important is motherhood, in your self-image if you are a woman, 
or in your estimation of women in general? 

3. Is deception ever acceptable behavior? If so, in what circumstances? Try 
to be specific. 

4, Is surrogate motherhood morally acceptable in any circumstances? If 
so, under what circumstances? 

5. How do you feel about hiring another person to help you with domes- 

tic responsibilities? Does it make a difference if that person has a dif- 

ferent ethnic origin from yours? Does it matter whether the person is 

an illegal immigrant, and is it important whether the employer pays 

the required taxes? 


Ne 
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. Are women more likely than men to have difficulty getting along with 


each other? 


. Can you imagine a situation in which prostitution might be morally 


acceptable? 


. Does the stereotypical seductive woman exist in today’s world? 


4 
The Women in Exodus and Numbers 


At the beginning of Exodus comes the story of the birth of Moses (Exod. 
1:8-2:10). Five women are instrumental in his birth and survival. They are 
the midwives Shiphrah and Puah, Moses’ mother Jochebed and sister Miriam, 
and Pharaoh’s unnamed daughter. In the first section of this chapter we will 
discuss these five women. 

One of these women, Moses’ older sister Miriam, becomes a leader, along 
with Moses and their younger brother Aaron.! Problems develop between 
them concerning Moses’ leadership and his marriage to a Cushite, that is, an 
Ethiopian (Num. 12:1). Whether this Cushite wife is the same person as 
Zipporah, Moses’ Midianite wife, is unclear. It is possible, however, that the 
two are one and the same. In the second section of this chapter we will focus 
on the women in Moses’ adult life. 

Finally, the third section will consider the case of the five daughters of 
Zelophehad: Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah. Their story is 
found in Num. 26:33; 27:1-11; and 36:1-13. Zelophehad produced no sons, 
so his daughters were allowed to inherit their father’s property, but with a pro- 
viso. They could marry only within their father’s tribe. We will consider 
whether this new legislation represented an advance in women’s rights. 


THE WOMEN OF EXODUS 1:8-2:10 


Cheryl Exum analyzes the roles of the five women who disregard Pharaoh's 
order to kill all Hebrew male infants (Exod. 1:22).? The narrative divides 
into three sections, each dealing in a progressively more severe way with the 
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problem of Hebrew population growth.’ In the first section (Exod. 1:8-14), 
Pharaoh has the Egyptians press the Hebrews into even harder service than 
before. In spite of this oppression, they continue to thrive and increase in 
numbers.4 

The solution that Pharaoh proposes in the second section (Exod. 1:15—22) 
involves the midwives. They are supposed to kill the male babies. Although 
the pharaoh is unnamed, the midwives who defy his order are named, indi- 
cating their significance. Shiphrah means something like “beauty,” and Puah 
means “girl.”° 

In the Hebrew text, they are ambiguously described as Hebrew midwives. 
This could mean they were not Hebrews themselves but Egyptians. Their 
names are Semitic rather than Egyptian, but this is not conclusive.® In the 
Greek and Latin versions, they are understood to be midwives to the Hebrews. 

Their defiance of Pharaoh to save Hebrew babies might suggest they were 
Hebrew. Pharaoh’s own daughter disobeys him, however, so even this evi- 
dence proves nothing. It might seem odd for Pharaoh to order Hebrew mid- 
wives to murder the babies of their own people, but Pharaoh is portrayed 
throughout as inept. Again, we cannot be sure. 

Whether Hebrew or Egyptian, Shiphrah and Puah not only defy Pharaoh. 
They also cover up their defiance with a witty response to his accusatory 
questioning. They tell him that “the Hebrew women are not like the Egyp- 
tian women; for they are vigorous and give birth before the midwife comes 
to them” (Exod. 1:19). Apparently Pharaoh is taken in by their deceptive 
words’ and does not punish Shiphrah and Puah. Instead, he decides to try a 
third solution to his problem. In the first section (Exod. 1:8—14), the Egyp- 
tian people cooperate with Pharaoh when he asks them to make the Hebrews 
work harder. Although they cooperate, the Hebrews continue to thrive. In 
the second section (Exod. 1:15—22), the midwives do not cooperate, and the 
Hebrews continue to expand. In the third section (Exod. 1:22-2:10), 
Pharaoh again turns to the people for help, demanding that they expose all 
male babies on the Nile. 

In the third section, Moses’ mother is introduced as “a Levite woman” 
(Exod. 2:1). In Exodus 2:5, Pharaoh’s daughter is introduced, but she is 
never named. Moses’ mother hides Moses for three months, but then it 
becomes impossible to hide him any longer. She makes a little boat or ark 
and covers it with pitch. She places Moses in it on the Nile. Although she 
appears to be obeying Pharaoh's order, in reality she is defying it as much as 
the midwives.® She has not even left Moses alone in his little boat, for in Exo- 
dus 2:4 his sister is stationed nearby. 

Phyllis Trible points out that the introduction of Moses’ sister at this point 
is surprising. It was implied earlier that Moses was the firstborn child. His 
birth announcement follows immediately the announcement of his parents’ 
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marriage (Exod. 2:1—2). Unlike Moses’ birth, his sister’s birth is not heralded. 
She appears without introduction. The difference in the way the two siblings 
enter the text elevates one at the expense of the other.’ 

In Exodus 2:5, Pharaoh’s daughter sees the ark in which Moses is lying 
and has her maid get it. Then she looks inside and sees Moses. She can tell 
that it is one of the Hebrew children and has compassion on the crying 
infant. Moses’ sister then asks Pharaoh’s daughter whether she can go and get 
a Hebrew woman to nurse the child. Pharaoh’s daughter agrees, and Moses’ 
sister goes and finds Moses’ mother. The mother returns and is instructed 
by Pharaoh’s daughter to nurse the child in return for wages that she will 
pay. The child becomes the son of Pharaoh's daughter through some form of 
adoption.!? 

Pharaoh’s daughter names him Moses (Exod. 2:10), a name that scholars 
agree is Egyptian. Pharaoh’s daughter gives a Hebrew etymology for the 
name: “I drew him out of the water” (mes#tihi). On the basis of this state- 
ment, one would expect the name to be masuy, “the one drawn out of the 
water.” Instead, we have mo¥é, “the one who draws out.”!! 

One interpreter believes that Pharaoh’s daughter is being ridiculed for her 
inadequate command of Hebrew. Exum disagrees. Origins of names in the 
Hebrew Bible are not always precise. Moses’ name, understood as Pharaoh's 
daughter interprets it, points forward to Moses’ role as the one who draws his 
people out of their oppression. In addition, the compassion of Pharaoh's 
daughter makes her a very sympathetic character in the story.!* 

Exum points out that many women appear in this story but that men are 
strikingly absent. Even Moses’ father is not mentioned after Exodus 2:1. 
Nevertheless, although it is women who act, they are all focused on one male 
character. Moses is named at the end of the story and becomes the central 
focus of what is to follow. 13 

In a subsequent article, Exum has articulated feminist concerns with 
Moses birth narrative. She believes that the literary method she first used was 
deficient because it remained inside the ideology of the text, rather than 
standing outside in order to critique it. She also suggests that although she 
was aware of the problem of the women’s absence after the first four chapters 
of Exodus, she did not give adequate consideration to the relationship 
between the women’s presence at the beginning of the story and their absence 
later, in terms of gender politics. '4 

Exum now believes that women are allowed a significant role in the 
opening chapters of Exodus because their involvement with an infant fits in 
with traditional gender roles, that the ability of even women to outwit 
Pharaoh makes him look particularly bad, and that the story serves to manip- 
ulate women hearers/readers into staying in their socially acceptable place. 
She writes, 
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The women in Exodus 1 and 2 are literary creations, male constructs— 
and they are powerful. They outwit and overcome men. Patriarchy fears 
women’s power and seeks to circumscribe and control it. Precisely because 
women have power that they can use to subvert authority, they present a 
threat to patriarchal society. It is therefore in the interest of those who 
maintain the social and symbolic order to represent women characters as 
using their power in the service of patriarchy. 


There is much truth in Exum’s critique. However, it is not entirely fair 
to assess an ancient culture through modern lenses. In a time before the 
advent of modern methods of birth control, the rise of technologically 
advanced food production, and other innovations of the last century, the 
biologically based division of labor between men and women was probably 
necessary for the survival of the entire group. Everyone, men and women 
alike, in whatever century we live, live within the constraints of our time and 
place. 

Thus we can still celebrate that the most important story in the Hebrew 
Bible begins with women determining events. We can still affirm that it 
begins with God using the weak and lowly to overcome the strong. We can 
acknowledge that it begins with women who act courageously, defying oppres- 
sion, and that it begins with women who are life-affirming, women who are 
wise and resourceful in tough situations. Without these women, there would 
be no Moses to liberate the Hebrews from bondage. 


THE WOMEN IN MOSES’ ADULT LIFE 


Moses’ sister has a significant role in saving her brother. However, she drops 
out of view during the pivotal events of the struggle against Pharaoh and the 
exodus out of Egypt. Trible notes that it is Moses, sometimes assisted by his 
brother Aaron, who dominates this part of the narrative. She contrasts the 
ways the women and men accomplish their ends. “In quiet, secret and effec- 
tive ways, these women, Hebrews and Egyptians, have worked together. By 
contrast, Moses makes noise, attracts attention and becomes persona non 
grata to both Hebrews and Egyptians.”!© The women are suppressed in the 
story, but Trible finds bits and pieces of the buried story at the end. 

After the events of the exodus, the narrative tells us that Moses sings a song 
to the Lord, along with the sons of Israel (Exod. 15:1). The poem begins with 
this jubilant verse: 


I will sing to the LORD, for he has triumphed gloriously; 
horse and rider he has thrown into the sea. 
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The song continues at length, proclaiming God’s power. Then the text sur- 
prises us. After what would seem to be the climax of the story, there is an 
anticlimactic recapitulation in Exod. 15:19: 


When the horses of Pharaoh with his chariots and his chariot drivers went 
into the sea, the LORD brought back the waters of the sea upon them; but 
the Israelites walked through the sea on dry ground. 


Even more strangely, Exodus 15:20-21 reads: 


Then the prophet Miriam, Aaron’s sister, took a tambourine in her hand; 
and all the women went out after her with tambourines and with danc- 
ing. And Miriam sang to them: 


“Sing to the LORD, for he has triumphed gloriously; 
horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.” 


After this brief song, the story moves on to the wilderness experience, 
leaving Miriam’s verse as the finale of the exodus narrative. Yet her song gives 
a sense that something is wrong. Her one-verse song is identical with the 
beginning of Moses’ song. In addition, she is named here for the first time. 
She is called Miriam, the sister of Aaron. Her sibling relationship with 
Moses, however, is not mentioned. 

Miriam is also called a prophet. Indeed, she is the first person—not the 
first woman, but the first person—in the Hebrew Bible given this title in its 
general sense.'’ Aaron is earlier called prophet, but only in the sense of 
spokesperson for Moses.'8 

Trible asks why the Miriamic ending survived, overpowered as it is by the 
Mosaic one. Some scholars believe that Miriam was the author of the entire 
Song of the Sea, not just the first verse. Later, in the process of elevating 
Moses, the song was attributed to him. Trible suggests that the Miriamic tra- 
dition was so strong, however, that it could not be squelched. As a result, the 
much-shortened version was appended. So Miriam was both preserved and 
diminished in importance, even as Moses was elevated. Ironically, Moses 
originally resisted accepting the call to leadership because he was inarticulate. 
In the hands of the biblical editors, he becomes a poet and a song leader. 1? 

Fokkelien van Dijk-Hemmes, noting the work of M. Brenner, who 
believes that the whole song complex of Exodus 15:1-21 is a literary unit 
that developed relatively late, during the Second Temple period, states that 
perhaps all that can be said is that Miriam founds a women’s song tradition. 


She also notes that even if this is true, Miriam’s song has been placed in the 
shadow of Moses’.?° 
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J. Gerald Janzen suggests a particularly interesting perspective on the rela- 
tionship between Miriam’s and Moses’ songs. He suggests that Exodus 15:19 
uses a literary device known as analepsis, in which vital information is delayed 
and presented later. The outline of events is as follows: 


Exod. 14:26-29 God commands Moses to stretch out his hand over the 
sea; Moses complies and the sea returns, overthrowing the Egyptians, 
whereas the Israelites had gotten across on dry land. 


Exod. 14:30-31 Theological reflection on God’s saving activity 
Exod. 15:20-21 Miriam led the women out and sang to them: 


“Sing to the LORD, for he has triumphed gloriously; [note the 
imperative] 
horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.” 
Exod. 15:1-18 Moses and the people respond to Miriam and the 


women: 


» 


“I will sing unto the LORD. ... 
Exod. 15:19 Recapitulation of Exod. 14:26-29 


The picture that emerges is that Miriam and the women sang each couplet 
and Moses and the people repeated it. But why the analepsis, the change in 
presentation of chronological events? Janzen suggests that the song itself is 
understood, not simply as celebrating the event, but as being part of the event 
and thus is linked directly with it, a more powerful presentation than one in 
which the parts played by the various participants in the liturgy are presented 
in chronological order.*! Janzen’s analysis does not address the issue of how 
old or historically accurate the songs are, but it does restore Miriam’s role as 
the song leader and provide a plausible explanation other than malicious 
misogynist machinations for how her role seems to have been diminished. 
Thus, both the beginning and the end of the exodus story belong to 
women. Miriam, Moses’ sister, has an important role to play in both parts of 
the story. Trible writes: “The mediator has become percussionist, lyricist, 
vocalist, prophet, leader and theologian.””* Rita Burns concludes her 1980 
dissertation on Miriam with these words: “It can be said that the primary 
characteristic of the biblical portrait of Miriam is that she was a leader in the 
wilderness. In addition, it can be said that, although the texts do not yield a 
single role designation of her leadership position, they do firmly reflect tra- 
ditions which regarded Miriam as a cult official and as a mediator of God’s 
word.”?? Susan Ackerman, in an important article in the Journal of Biblical 
Literature, punctures this upbeat picture, suggesting that the only reason 
Miriam could be remembered as a prophet was that the historical period in 
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which she is portrayed was a liminal one, that is a confused, marginal, tran- 
sitional time between more ordinary events.4 

There is one more episode in the story of Miriam. Again Moses is involved. 
After the exodus, the Hebrew people move into the wilderness period. It is a 
difficult period, and conflicts develop between leaders. Moses feels overbur- 
dened and seeks shared leadership. Seventy elders are chosen to help, but they 
are subordinate to Moses (Num. 11:16-25). When two other men begin to 
prophesy, some are opposed, but Moses is pleased (Num. 11:26-30). Tension 
remains. 

Then Miriam enters the picture, with Aaron in a supporting role. Miriam 
challenges Moses because of the Cushite woman he married (Num. 12:1). 
This challenge raises more questions than it answers. Who is this Cushite 
woman? Cushite could refer to inhabitants of an area broader than present- 
day Ethiopia.” Zipporah is referred to as Midianite (Exod. 2:15-21; 3:1; 
Num. 10:29) and Kenite (Judg. 1:16; 4:11). If the Kenites, a subgroup of the 
Midianites, had migrated from Cush, then it is possible that Moses’ Cushite 
wife is Zipporah.7° 

Why did Miriam object to Moses’ Cushite wife? Renita Weems suggests 
that personal rivalry between sisters-in-law was the source of the conflict.’” 
Burns points out, however, that there is nothing in the story that supports 
this view. Because Miriam was a public figure, Burns believes that the issue 
was a public one rather than a private one.*® A number of male commenta- 
tors, including some prominent African American interpreters, have sug- 
gested that racism was the basis of the complaint.”? The suggestion is based 
on the nature of Miriam’s punishment, being struck with leprosy. Many 
translations read that she became “white as snow,” but what the Hebrew 
actually says is that she became “leprous as snow.” It is not clear that any con- 
trast is being made between Moses’ black wife and Miriam’s whitened skin. 
The name Miriam is perhaps Egyptian,’ and she may have been a native of 
Kadesh.?! Thus it is likely that she was a dark-skinned woman. This, coupled 
with the lack of racism in biblical times, makes it highly unlikely that Miriam’s 
complaint against Moses’ Cushite wife was racially motivated. 

Then what was her motivation? The Bible does not tell us, but whatever the 
original source of controversy, it seems that the story may have been included 
to justify Moses’ marriage to a foreigner. Centuries after Miriam and Moses’ 
time, the marriage of Hebrew men to foreign women became a major issue.*” 

Irmtraud Fischer, in an interpretation related to the issue of foreign wives, 
takes her clues from Jewish tradition. Based on the idea that when Moses 
sent Zipporah away (Exod. 18:2), he had in effect divorced her and was no 
longer sleeping with her due to his prophetic activity, the complaint in Num- 
bers 12:1 can be understood as a concern that Moses was not fulfilling the 
commandment to be fruitful and multiply.*? 
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Fischer goes on to focus on the postexilic origin of the story, suggesting 
that it is not an early text transmitting an early story, but a late text that actu- 
ally deals with religio-political issues hundreds of years later. Moses corre- 
sponds to the dominant postexilic group, with Ezra and Nehemiah in the 
leadership, who opposed mixed marriages of Jewish men and foreign women. 
Aaron represents the priests, and Zipporah stands for one of the prophetic 
groups who were opposed to the xenophobia of the dominant group of rigor- 
ous enforcers. Fischer concludes that Miriam's position, really the position of 
the postexilic antixenophobes, was substantially correct, only not in the case 
of Moses, due to his extraordinary relationship with God. Fischer's reasoning 
is that Moses was released from conjugal activity due to his unique prophetic 
role. This in turn means that Ezras and Nehemialh’s rule against mixed mar- 
riages should not be applied to everyone. At the same time Fischer believes 
Numbers 12 originated with the rigorists, those like Ezra and Nehemiah who 
rigorously enforced the rules, contrary to the more democratic spirit of Moses, 
who in Numbers 11 is eager for everyone to prophesy. That is why Miriam 
had to be punished.*4 

Fischer’s reflections on the implications of this text for today are worth 
quoting: 


Despite all the injustice that leaps out at us at first reading, the story of 
Numbers 12 could be read even as a text of political realism, of empow- 
erment for us women in patriarchally constituted religious communities. 
When we rise up in a discussion to make an intervention and assert that 
God speaks also to us, we may well be right, but still be punished, treated 
with contempt for a while and excluded from the community. I do not 
want to trivialize the injustice of such events. Obviously, it is the case that 
patriarchal, hierarchical religious communities reach for the weapon of 
humiliating their members, even when it is acknowledged that such 
members were right in what they were presenting. After all, the divinely 
legitimated authority of hierarchy is under no circumstances to be ques- 
tioned in principle! 

As women, we must sometimes ask ourselves what is of greater value to 
us: our own reputation or the issue we have come to judge right before God. 
Just like secular communities, religious communities are marked by power 
relations. I do not argue that existing power relations be upheld when, as a 
Catholic woman at the end of the second millennium, I maintain that 
sometimes the way that is practicable in the perspective of political realism 
is better, particularly when we do not lose sight of the overall picture. Num- 
bers 12 offers us at least this one consolation: the people will refuse to move 
on, the seven days will pass and the issue settled as we had proposed. But, 
during this Exodus from oppressive and inadequate structures, we ought 
not to let the nostalgic longing for the fleshpots of Egypt overtake us with 
the maxim: Better unfree but without worry about survival.°° 
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Although we can only speculate about what the original nature of the con- 
flict was,’ a few clues may be gleaned from what we know of Zipporah. She 
was the daughter of the priest Jethro and performed one seemingly priestly 
function that is recorded in the Bible in a very strange text.?” When Moses is 
on his way back to Egypt to begin his struggles with Pharaoh, we read: “On 
the way, at a place where they spent the night, the Lorp met him and tried 
to kill him. But Zipporah took a flint and cut off her son’s foreskin, and 
touched Moses’ feet with it, and said, “Truly you are a bridegroom of blood 
to me!’ So he let him alone. It was then she said, ‘A bridegroom of blood by 
circumcision ” (Exod. 4:24-26). Why God would want to kill Moses at this 
crucial moment is hard to understand. Why Zipporah cuts off her son’s fore- 
skin and touches Moses’ feet, a euphemism for genitals, is also unexplained. 
Alice Laffey suggests that God is angry with Moses because Moses is uncir- 
cumcised and that the action of touching Moses’ genitals with his son’s fore- 
skin is the equivalent of circumcision.** What is important is that Zipporah 
performs the ritual action, which later is done only by male priests. By her 
action, she saves Moses from God’s wrath. 

Drorah Setel concurs: “Although the specific meaning of Zipporah’s 
action may remain a mystery, the elements of which it is composed clearly 
suggest ritual sacrificial significance. If that is so, this text is unique not only 
within a biblical framework but within the context of the ancient Near East 
as a whole, where there is no other evidence that women performed acts of 
blood sacrifice.”*? 

Perhaps before the Israelite priesthood was set up officially as an all-male 
group, priestly functions were performed by women such as Zipporah.*° Or 
perhaps, according to Ackerman, during a liminal period a woman could 
serve as a priest.*! If Zipporah had cultic responsibilities, Miriam’s objection 
to her could be related to her cultic role. 

Miriam’s conflict with Moses is not simply about his Cushite wife, who- 
ever she is. It is also about prophetic authority. Miriam believes that God has 
spoken not only through Moses but also through herself and Aaron. Gene 
Rice suggests that when Moses married the daughter of the priest of Midian, 
he was strengthening his spiritual leadership credentials. That would explain 
the connection between Miriam and Aaron’s concern about both the Cushite 
wife and authority (has the Lord spoken only through Moses?). Thus, the 
complaint was not because Zipporah lowered Moses’ stature, as those who 
see racism at work would have it, but rather because it increased it.4? It is 
possible that this was the original issue in the story, but that it later came to 
be interpreted as supporting those who were opposed to mixed marriages. 

After Miriam (and Aaron) have spoken up to Moses, God summons the 
threesome (Num. 12:4). The ordering of the names suggests Miriam’s diminu- 
tion, according to Trible. God declares to Aaron and Miriam a hierarchy of 
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leadership with Moses at the top (Num. 12:6-8). God is exceedingly angry 
with them for their conflict with Moses on the issue of prophetic authority 
(Num. 12:9). The concern over the Cushite wife, however, is not answered 
directly one way or the other. 

Although God has put down both Aaron and Miriam, it is Miriam who is 
punished. She is covered with leprous scales (Num. 12:10). Ackerman sug- 
gests the reason for the disparity: now that the Israelites have left Egypt and 
are no longer in liminal, marginal space, Miriam can no longer function as a 
prophet. In addition to complaining about Moses, she has overstepped gen- 
der boundaries.** After the punishment is inflicted, Aaron turns to Moses 
and asks him to intercede with God to remove the leprous condition (Num. 
12:11-12). In making this request, he is acquiescing to the hierarchy that 
God has established. Moses agrees and petitions God (Num. 12:13). God 
confines Miriam outside the camp for seven days. The people show their loy- 
alty to her by not setting out on the march again until she returns (Num. 
12:14—15). After this, we hear no more of Miriam until her death notice in 
Numbers 20:1. 

Trible points out that beyond the exodus and wilderness experience, frag- 
ments point to a trinity of leadership in which Miriam was the equal of 
Aaron and Moses. 


For I brought you up from the land of Egypt, 
and redeemed you from the house of slavery; 
and I sent before you Moses, Aaron, and Miriam. 


(Mic. 6:4) 


Another fragment is found in Jeremiah 31:4, where the prophet uses memo- 
ries of the exodus experience in envisioning the restoration of Israel after the 
Babylonian exile: 


Again I will build you, and you shall be built, 
O virgin Israel! 
Again you shall take your tambourines, 
and go forth in the dance of the merrymakers. 


Trible believes that the imagery can be read in two directions. It both recalls 
Miriam at the Reed Sea and predicts her restoration.4° Although Miriam is 
not specified, the reference in the first line to “virgin Israel,” a female figure, 
suggests that the allusion in the second line is to Miriam rather than to Moses. 

Miriam emerges from the bits and pieces as a multifaceted character: medi- 
ator, cultic figure, prophet, musician, beloved leader, strong, even threatening 
personality. That she can be reconstructed at all from the fragments in Scrip- 
ture is cause for celebration. That she has been diminished by these same 
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Scriptures is cause for concern. Yet her story is not unusual, in the Bible or in 
history. How many women’s lives have been diminished or buried, their 
accomplishments attributed to others? We can never know, of course. We can 
sharpen our investigative skills, however, to be alert to the bits and pieces that 
point to stories yet hidden, remaining to be reconstructed. 


THE DAUGHTERS OF ZELOPHEHAD 


In Numbers 27:1-11 and Numbers 36 we find the story of the five daugh- 
ters of Zelophehad: Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah. Zelophe- 
had had no sons, only five daughters. He had died in the wilderness, and now 
his daughters are petitioning Moses to allow them to inherit their father’s 
property to perpetuate their father’s name. Moses hears their petition and 
takes it to God, who answers favorably. Later the leaders of Zelophehad’s 
tribe, Gilead, come to Moses. They are concerned about the potential loss of 
property to their tribe if Zelophehad’s daughters marry outside the tribe. 
Again Moses responds to the concern brought to him. This time he commu- 
nicates the word of the Lord directing that Zelophehad’s daughters must 
marry within their father’s clan to preserve the tribal property. 

Sakenfeld presents three interpretations of this story, each one using a dif- 
ferent interpretive method.*” The first approach is a purely literary one. The 
five daughters are seen as strong. They take the initiative to obtain greater 
rights than women previously had. They use the concern about their father’s 
name as a means to their end. Unlike Miriam, who was punished for chal- 
lenging Moses, the daughters of Zelophehad are rewarded; their petition is 
accepted. They are restricted in their choice of marriage partners, however. 
Sakenfeld concludes: “The story as a whole is a story of great celebration of 
women who inherit the promise, and of their own initiative in securing their 
future. Yet the story ends on a more somber note of reminder of the limits of 
those gains.”48 

The second approach to this story Sakenfeld calls “culturally cued read- 
ing.” She points out that the major concern in the story is a problem faced 
by men, that of the loss of family name. The text makes a connection 
between land and name. Although it is not clear precisely how, the story 
assumes that when the daughters inherit their father’s land, his name is pre- 
served as well. In the second part of the story, the concern is loss of property 
to the tribe. Here it is the men of the Gileadite tribe who are concerned with 
economic loss. Although the alleged concern is with tribal land, the women 
are restricted to marrying not simply within their tribe but more narrowly 
within their clan. This restricts the number of male contenders for these 
women and their land, which no doubt made them highly desirable marriage 
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partners. They are little more than pawns in a potential land dispute. Every- 
thing works out well, since the daughters of Zelophehad comply with Moses’ 
decision. Decision making is assigned to God, but it operates through the 
male power figures of the community.” 

The third interpretation focuses on historical inquiry. The two texts sup- 
port certain inheritance and marriage laws. Four insights into the place of 
women in Judean culture are possible to discern. Each needs to be carefully 
evaluated.*° 

First, Numbers 27 shows that ordinary women were able to go directly to 
male authority figures to make their claims. It was unnecessary to go through 
a male who would make their appeal for them. The story of the two harlots 
who appear before King Solomon (1 Kings 3:16-28), as well as that of the 
two “cannibal” mothers who petition King Jehoram (2 Kings 6:26-31), sup- 
ports this suggestion. However, we cannot be sure whether such direct access 
may have been limited to women who were not under the authority of a male 
relative.’! 

Second, Numbers 27 reveals that, at least for the historical period in ques- 
tion, women were able only under very limited circumstances to inherit and 
own property. Third, Numbers 36 shows that at least for this period, daugh- 
ters who inherited property under these circumstances were limited in choice 
of marriage partners.’? 

Finally, Numbers 36 offers hints about marriage customs. The text does 
not add to our limited knowledge of how marriage partners were chosen. 
However, the emphasis is on marriage close to home. Marriage between a 
man and the daughter of his father’s brother was allowed under Leviticus 18 
and 20. This type of marriage is the practical outcome of Numbers 36. Thus, 
this story does not introduce a closer than usual exception to the incest rules 
in other legislation.” 

Each of these approaches to the story of the daughters of Zelophehad tells 
us something important. The interpretations are not contradictory, although 
there is tension between the first two. The first celebrates the initiative of the 
daughters, while the second focuses on the androcentric basis of the new rules. 
The only possible difference is in the motivations of the daughters, which the 
text does not state. Were they primarily interested in obtaining greater rights 
for themselves? Did they use the concern for their father’s name as a means to 
their end, as the first interpretation suggests? Or was their primary motivation 
the preservation of his name, as the second interpretation suggests? 

There is no way to answer this question definitively. It seems, however, 
that their real motivation was that of preserving their father’s name. Inherit- 
ing his land was probably only a temporary measure. Once they were mar- 
ried to another member of the clan, the land was probably considered to 
belong to the husband. Even if this was not the case, the land certainly would 
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have been passed to the sons. At most, the inheriting daughter was a kind of 
stopgap in a patrilineal inheritance scheme. 

Whatever the motivation of the daughters, the reason the story was 
included in the canon was surely concern for continuance of the father’s 
name. Sakenfeld writes: 


But why was this story preserved in the canon? The drama of the story 
and the courage of the sisters are not sufficient explanation. It seems prob- 
able that the story survived because the basic point at issue was the preser- 
vation of the father’s name (v. 4). The storyteller presumes an intricate 
connection between possession of land and preservation of family name. 
The women themselves are pictured as taking action for the sake of their 
father’s name, not for the sake of their own opportunity to possess land. 
This story could be heard even in ancient Israel as a story of comfort for 
women who would not be left destitute, but it was preserved primarily as 
a story of comfort for men who had the misfortune not to bear any male 
heirs—their names would not be cut off from their clans.*4 


CONCLUSIONS 


The women of Exodus and Numbers are a feisty lot. We begin with the five 
women who collaborate to save Moses from an early death. Each in her own 
way defies Pharaoh and succeeds. We move on to the story of the grown 
Miriam. In spite of diminution by the biblical text, she can be reconstructed 
as a multifaceted, strong character. She begins her literary life as a mediator 
and part of the Pharaoh-defying women who save Moses. She emerges as an 
adult who has cultic, prophetic, and musical leadership in the life of the 
Hebrews in the wilderness period. She confronts Moses and loses, is pun- 
ished by God, and is silenced. In the eyes of the people, however, and later in 
the voices of the prophets, she is celebrated. 

Then there is Zipporah, Moses’ wife, about whom we know little. Yet 
what we do know is tantalizing. Daughter of a Midianite priest, exercising 
priestly functions, circumcising her son to save her husband, Zipporah is a 
woman we would like to know better. Is she the Cushite woman of Miriam’s 
complaint? Possibly so. 

Finally, we reflect on the five daughters of Zelophehad. They dare to appeal 
to Moses for inheritance rights, and they win. In the process, they also find 
that their choice of husbands is severely limited. 

Among the women of Exodus and Numbers, we find two helpmates: 
Moses’ mother Jochebed and Moses’ wife Zipporah. There are no harlots in 
these stories. 
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There are quite a few heroes. All five of the women who save Moses may 
be considered heroic. The midwives Shiphrah and Puah, who both defy 
Pharaoh and use their wit to save Hebrew babies, are certainly heroes. Moses’ 
mother Jochebed and his sister Miriam, who work together, are somewhat 
heroic as well. Pharaoh’s daughter is also a hero; she goes against her own 
father’s decree (of which she was presumably aware) and even adopts as a son 
a child her father had ordered killed. Miriam emerges as a leader in the wilder- 
ness and therefore is doubly a hero, in spite of her punishment by God. 

There are happily no victims in these stories. The daughters of Zelophe- 
had both gain and lose, but they are not victims. 

The women of Exodus and Numbers are unusual because so few of them 
are identified primarily by their relationship with a male figure. Shiphrah 
and Puah are not associated with men explicitly at all. Moses’ mother is 
called a daughter of Levi and her husband is mentioned, but neither man 
plays an important role. Miriam’s father is likewise mentioned, but if Miriam 
is ever married, that information is not given. Pharaoh’s daughter is obvi- 
ously identified as her father’s daughter, but she acts independently of him. 
Zipporah’s role as helpmate to Moses is more central to what little we know 
of her, but she still is presented as an independent person. The daughters of 
Zelophehad are of course identified with their father, but their initiative, 
even if it is for his sake, shows them to be strong women. 

Counterbalancing the independence of the women of Exodus and Num- 
bers is the towering figure of Moses. Compared to Moses, the women are all 
minor figures. That is the literary reality. The historical reality may have been 
different. 


DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 


1. Have you ever been in situations where it was necessary to defy author- 
ity to save life or, less dramatically, to promote life-affirming values? 

2. Midwives still function to this day. They are often called nurse practi- 
tioners. They give excellent care at much lower prices than medical 
doctors. Have you had any experience with modern midwives or know 
anyone who has? Is this ancient practice, of women midwives’ (rather 
than men’s medical) involvement with the birth process, one that fem- 
inists should celebrate? Why or why not? 

3. When have you had to use your wit or witnessed someone else using 
his or her wit to accomplish goals that were not sanctioned by the per- 
sons in power? 

4, Have you ever accomplished something that was then attributed to some- 
one else? Do you know of others who have had this kind of experience? 
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. Were you ever party to a conflict in which your side lost and some of 
those involved were treated more leniently than others? If so, how did 
you feel? 

. Have you experienced a situation like that of the daughters of Zelophe- 
had, in which you achieved a hoped-for advance, only to discover that 
you had paid for your advance in another area? 

. Which of the women in Exodus and Numbers do you especially 
admire? With which do you identify? About which ones would you 
like to know more? 

. Given the suspicion that Miriam’s role has been diminished in the bib- 
lical text, what do you think Miriam actually accomplished? 


5 
The Women in Joshua and Judges 


The books of Joshua and Judges are filled with unusual women. Rahab, the 
first bona fide biblical harlot, is also something of a hero. Manoah’s wife, the 
mother of Samson, is a strong character. Delilah is a fascinating woman. She 
is not easily characterized by any of our three H words—helpmates, harlots, 
and heroes—nor is she a victim. Deborah and Jael are among the strongest 
heroes in the Hebrew Bible. In contrast, Jephthah’s daughter and an unnamed 
victim, the Levite’s concubine, are brutalized by men. 

The period of history covered by Joshua and Judges was a wild time. 
Perhaps it was a bit like the West in the pioneer days of the United States. 
“Justice” was often carried out by those who had the physical strength 
or weaponry to enforce their idea of law and order. Women played more 
parts than they were destined to fulfill in later, more “civilized” times. The 
narrator puts it this way in Judges 21:25, the last verse of the book: “In 
those days there was no king in Israel; all the people did what was right in 
their own eyes.” 

In such a time, unusually good and unusually bad events were likely to 
happen. That terrible deeds could be done was used as part of the rationale 
to push for a king. That unusually strong and good leaders like Deborah and 
Jael could emerge was perhaps not considered in the desire for a king. Maybe 
they were even viewed as indicative of a need. Some might be uncomfortable 
unless men were always the military leaders and women stayed in their places 
in domestic roles. We cannot tell, but we can learn a lot from the stories of 
the women recorded in these chaotic times. 
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RAHAB 


Rahab’s story is found in Joshua 2. Two Israelite spies come to Jericho to see 
the land they are planning to attack. They stop at the house of Rahab the 
harlot and spend the night (Josh. 2:1). While they are there, the king of Jeri- 
cho hears about them and sends orders to Rahab to turn them out (Josh. 
2:2-3). Instead, she hides them and claims they have already left (Josh. 
2:4-7). She strikes up a bargain with the spies. In exchange for her saving 
them, they will save her and her family when the Israelites take over, for she 
discerns that God is on their side (Josh. 2:8—14). 

Some commentators suggest that Rahab’s portrayal as a hero means 
that harlots were really accepted members of society. Phyllis Bird believes 
otherwise.! First she defines harlots. They are prostitutes, women who 
offer sexual services for money. In Hebrew society, harlots were outcasts 
who were tolerated but not held in honor. They were free women, not 
under the protection or authority of a husband. They wore different 
clothing, inhabited different parts of town, and did their business under 
cover of night.” Prostitution is typical of urban society, especially urban 
patriarchal society. It flourishes wherever there is an unequal distribution of 
power, and status and sexual roles are not symmetrical. Harlots result 
from the desire of men (who were usually married at a relatively young 
age) for exclusive possession of their wives and simultaneous access to 
other women sexually. Thus, harlots in Hebrew society were desired but 
shunned.’ 

In addition to the ordinary types of harlots, many scholars used to believe 
(and some still accept) that in Canaanite religions there were also female cult 
functionaries, sometimes called cult prostitutes. This issue has generated 
much heat, in part because sexuality is involved. Feminists have generally 
been suspicious of the claims of traditional (mostly male) scholarship that cult 
prostitutes were a reality in Canaanite religions, because of the paucity of evi- 
dence. Some commentators have suggested that Rahab was a cult prostitute, 
but whatever one may think about the question of the existence of cult pros- 
titutes in general, there is no evidence whatsoever that Rahab was depicted as 
anything other than an ordinary harlot.’ 

The obvious question that the story raises is, why would the Israelite spies 
be consorting with a prostitute? Perhaps they hoped to overhear the talk of 
the town at the brothel. At such a place, strangers would not be particularly 
conspicuous or suspicious. Perhaps they might have thought a harlot would 
be more open to outsiders than other citizens of Jericho. Danna Fewell sug- 
gests an earthier motivation: 
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The spies go directly to a brothel and “they lay there.” The verb “lie” is 
loaded with sexual overtones, and the context suggests that the spies are 
not above mixing business with pleasure. The common argument that a 
brothel would have been the best place to secure information about the 
city only accents the fact that the spies neither ask questions nor eaves- 
drop on many conversations.’ 


If the spies hope to go undetected, their plan is not successful. The king 
of Jericho receives word of their presence. Now we wonder why Rahab lies to 
protect the spies and hides them on her roof. Has she been harassed before 
by the authorities, so that she has no love for the king? Did she fall in love 
with one of the spies? Perhaps she identifies with them. They come from a 
marginal people (albeit a group that will become dominant in this land), just 
as she is probably marginal in her own society. These motivations would fit 
in with a leading theory of how the Israelites conquered Canaan. Norman 
Gottwald argues that what happened was not so much a military takeover by 
outsiders as a peasant revolution against the Canaanite overlords who were 
oppressing them.® If these are Rahab’s motivations, however, they are not 
stated in the text.? 

What the story does tell us is that Rahab discerns that God is with the spies 
and their people. This involves a reversal of expectations. Harlots were viewed 
as very low members of society, lacking in wisdom, morals, and religious 
knowledge. A certain amount of self-interest may have been involved in 
Rahab’s decision to protect the spies. However, that is not her only motiva- 
tion, according to the narrator. She takes a big risk in protecting the Israelites. 
The story shows her doing this because of her faith. Bird often investigates 
texts historically, but here utilizes a literary-critical method: “But if the harlot 
as heroine involves a conflict of expectations, it is also a recognizable subtype 
of the harlot in literature (and presumably also in life), a romantic antitype to 
the dominant image: the whore with the heart of gold, the harlot who saves 
the city, the courtesan who sacrifices for her patron.” !° 

Rahab is a hero because she protects the Israelite spies. She is also heroic 
because she is a woman of faith who takes risks based on that faith. In addi- 
tion, she is clever, like the midwives of Exodus. She outwits the king of Jeri- 
cho, ignores his death-affrming command, and acts in a way that affirms 
life—tfor herself and the Israelite people. 

Naomi Franklin believes that the story functioned metaphorically in the 
exilic community. She writes: 


The message, although not explicit in the text, is that as Rahab was a har- 
lot, so was Israel. Rahab turned and confessed YHWH as the Almighty, 
so could Israel. Rahab kept her promise and was faithful, so should Israel. 
If they were faithful, they and their families would be allowed to partake 
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in the Promise as did Rahab and her family. This may be one of the rea- 
sons that the texts regarding Rahab were preserved and edited by the 
Deuteronomic Redactor and included within the canon.!! 


Franklin’s approach highlights the way many scholars believe biblical texts 
functioned in various periods in biblical history. The stories were preserved 
not primarily because they happened, or even because they were important 
expressions of faith, but because of the way they could be used to provide 
hope in the present. 

Rahab’s story is interesting to modern feminists because prostitutes are 
rarely heroes, in ancient times or in the contemporary world. In religious cir- 
cles in which sexuality is often suspect, even in far more respectable expres- 
sions, the story of Rahab is something of an embarrassment. That she is 
included in Matthew's genealogy of Jesus (Matt. 1:5) only compounds the 
problems. 

Judith McKinlay reads the story of Rahab from another perspective. As a 
New Zealander of European descent, whose ancestors migrated to the Pacific 
island assuming it was theirs to take, she perceives colonialist undertones in 
the narrative. Rahab is part of the hated “other” group of Canaanites, who by 
siding with the Israelites legitimates their takeover. 1? 

Similarly, Musa Dube, reading from a South African perspective, suggests 
that Rahab’s story is a kind of prism through which other texts can be read to 
determine whether they have imperializing tendencies.'° A third voice in this 
chorus, Lori Rowlett, compares Rahab to Disney’s Pocahontas and concludes: 


Both Rahab and Pocahontas are in a sense cartoon figures. Neither is 
allowed to speak in a truly indigenous voice. The colonizing powers telling 
the story have given her words to speak in praise of themselves as con- 
quering heroes. She is supposed to be grateful because she is allowed into 
their society. In both cases, the woman is regarded as worth saving and 
assimilating because she recognizes the specialness of the conquerors, 
making her the mirror which magnifies their own glory. She becomes the 
medium for transmitting the colonizing power’s arrogance in its repre- 
sentation of itself to itself.!4 


DEBORAH 


Deborah's story has elicited a variety of interpretations from feminist inter- 
preters, from questioning its historicity (how could such female leadership 
have existed in a patriarchal world?) to celebrating Deborah's leadership 
(women can and did do everything) to condemning her participation in war- 
fare (women shouldnt’ participate in violence because it’s patriarchal). Her 
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story is found in a prose version in Judges 4 and in a poetic version in Judges 
5. Deborah is a judge. She sits under a palm tree, called the palm of Debo- 
rah, and settles disputes for people (Judg. 4:4—5). She is either married to a 
man named Lappidoth or, according to another understanding of the 
Hebrew, a woman of torches, that is, a fiery, spirited woman.!> Since Barak, 
the general she summons, means lightning, the latter understanding seems 
more likely. 

Deborah calls Barak and tells him that God needs him to lead an army 
against the Canaanites (Judg. 4:6-7). Barak responds that he will go if Deb- 
orah accompanies him (Judg. 4:8). Deborah agrees, but warns him that the 
enemy, Sisera, will be given into the hands not of Barak but of a woman. 
Barak acquiesces and they go off to war. 

Although Deborah accompanies Barak and the troops, it is not clear 
whether she actually goes into battle.!° The battle goes badly against Sisera 
and he flees. His death by a woman is described in the story of Jael (Judg. 
4:9-22). 

Four feminist interpreters comment on what strikes most modern readers 
as the unusual nature of Deborah’s multiple roles. Denise Carmody inter- 
prets the story theologically: “No matter how patriarchal the culture of her 
time, it could not deny the Lord’s use of her. When God chose, patriarchal- 
ism had to give way.” 17 

Mieke Bal approaches the issue from a literary-critical perspective: “It is 
perhaps not a coincidence that the only judge who combines all forms of lead- 
ership possible—religious, military, juridical, and poetical—is a woman.”!® 
Bal believes that Deborah could fulfill all of these roles because (1) poetry and 
prophecy go together; (2) mothers were noted for their words and actions 
that memorialized people and events; (3) poetry was related to the military- 
political and juridical business of judging, as seen in songs of judgment such 
as Deborah's song; and (4) one way of bringing order out of chaos, the judge’s 
business, was by means of the spoken word. 

Jo Ann Hackett writes from a historical perspective: 


There seems to be a reluctance on the part of some commentators to see 
Deborah as a true judge, alongside the other deliverers in the book. This 
reluctance probably lies behind the acceptance by some modern commen- 
tators of the old theory that Lappidoth (Deborah’s husband according to 
Judg. 4:4) and Barak were the same person, and that Deborah, therefore, 
derived her status from her marital relationship with Barak, who is seen as 
the real judge in this episode. Granted it is Barak who is mentioned in the 
New Testament book of Hebrews (11:32, along with other Israelite 
heroes), and probably Barak who is meant in 1 Samuel 12:11 in the list of 
deliverers, rather than the unknown Bedan. We might conclude from this 
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substitution that some later Israelite historians, like many of their modern 
counterparts, had trouble accepting the notion of a female judge. But the 
text itself (Judg. 4-5) is clear that Deborah was a judge and there is really 
no reason to doubt the text here. In fact, our analysis of the society in Israel 
at this time, as well as analogies from other cultures, suggests that such a 
situation is entirely appropriate and believable.!? 


Hackett is not surprised by Deborah’s leadership, because this period of 
Israel’s history was one in which centralized forms of government did not 
exist, the line between the public and private sectors was not well defined, 
and serious social dysfunction existed. In such periods women’s leadership 
often comes to the fore more than in more “normal” periods.?° Hackett’s 
analysis is both historical and sociological. She considers what is known of 
Hebrew society at the time and compares this information with what is 
known about similar societies. 

Hackett’s approach to the question of why in a patriarchal society a woman 
could rise to such a high leadership position is more scientific than Carmody’s 
or Bal’s theological or literary approaches. Her analysis is convincing because 
it is based on historical and sociological analysis. Hackett’s results, however, 
are not inconsistent with Carmody’s theological interpretation. God works in 
many ways. God perhaps could use Deborah in part because the social setting 
at this time allowed for the rise of a woman in a way that it may not have 
allowed in other periods. Nevertheless, Carmody’s theological approach is a 
bit naive in that she does not ask why, if God broke through patriarchy to 
bring Deborah forth as a leader, God did not make such breakthroughs more 
regularly. Hackett’s analysis provides an answer for this question. 

Susan Ackerman offers two different solutions, the second somewhat 
reversing her earlier position. In her earlier article she is not as sanguine as 
Hackett about the historicity of Deborah’s story. She finds it too discordant 
with the dominant division of gender roles in Israelite society. In Warrior, 
Dancer, Seductress, Queen: Women in Judges and Biblical Israel, published in 
1998, her explanation is that the story reflects the Canaanite myths of the 
war goddess Anat and the god Baal, and that woman warriors such as Debo- 
rah and Jael involve a kind of demythologizing of such myths.”! In a subse- 
quent article published in 2003, in which she frequently mentions the work 
of archaeologist and biblical scholar Carol Meyers, Ackerman suggests that 
the story of Deborah could possibly reflect the historical reality that “women 
in early Israelite villages actually assumed Deborah-like leadership positions 
in their community’s military assemblies.”?* 

What do we learn from Deborah? Guatemalan Julia Esquivel reflects on 
Deborah's story: 
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It [Deborah’s story] breaks the tradition of submission and calls on us to 
place our bodies before the machine guns. It observes that we continue to 
talk instead of taking our liberation concretely into our own hands while 
thousands of our people are being massacred. It breaks through the false 
understanding of pacifism that masks the face of God, reducing God to 
ineffectual neutrality in the face of injustice and oppression.?9 


Expressing the opposite point of view a Jewish writer, Lillian Sigal, is con- 
cerned with the bellicosity of Deborah: 


As a Jewish feminist, I pay special attention to the presentation of women 
in the Bible with regard to the theme of compassion versus retribution 
towards one’s opponents. In their zeal to identify strong female role mod- 
els in the Bible, feminists often cite female characters who exercise power 
aggressively, proving that they are not wimps. . . . The tone of vengeance 
that pervades the poem of Deborah makes me wince.”4 


Similarly, Danna Fewell and David Gunn are concerned about the way the 
story of Deborah justifies the authority of violence. They write: “Deborah 
appears, by the song’s end, to be more trapped—trapped in the very value sys- 
tem which we imagine her to be subverting.”*? The value system they seem to 
have in mind is a patriarchal one that approves of the use of force. The value 
system they believe she supports is apparently a version of feminism that is 
pacifistic. They write: “In reality, however, it is the authority of violence that 
is justified. And in the face of that authority, the woman, Deborah, has offered 
no real alternative. A woman in a man’s world, her voice hardening, merging 
with a man’s voice, defines that world by oppositions and so finds her place in 
it.”2 Fewell and Gunn imply that there is something wrong with a woman's 
voice hardening, something wrong with a woman warrior. 

Not all violence is immoral, nor is violence an appropriate activity only for 
men. Nevertheless not all violence is acceptable. Fewell and Gunn point out 
an often-ignored detail in Deborah’s story. The Israelite army destroyed Sis- 
eras entire army (Judg. 4:16). The song, however, mentions captives (Judg. 
5:12). Who could these be, other than the Canaanite women and children? 
By mockingly imagining the Canaanite women thinking their men are delayed 
because they are busy taking female captives (Judg. 5:28-30), the Hebrew 
poets Deborah and Barak justify the Israelites’ doing the same. That may have 
been standard conduct in war in those times. Its ancient acceptability, how- 
ever, does not make it any more acceptable to modern sensibilities. Neverthe- 
less, even as I write, the newspapers are full of the horror stories of thousands 
of women in Darfur being raped and murdered along with their male coun- 
terparts. This too is shocking, yet not so shocking that anything effective is 
done to stop it. If anything, the modern world is more brutal than the ancient 
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one. At least for Deborah and Barak, Sisera’s mother imagined him taking 
females captive, to become wives, concubines, or slaves to be sure, but not to 
be raped and murdered, as is sometimes the case today in places like Darfur 
and Iraq. 

Most of the reactions to Deborah come not from the violence against 
Canaanite women but from Deborah’s prominent role as military leader. The 
reason that feminists can respond in such opposite ways to Deborah is that 
Deborah is what Gale Yee calls a liminal figure. Since warriors were usually 
male, the woman warrior was a woman acting like a man. Speaking about 
feminists’ responses to the story of Deborah, Yee writes: 


Some found in the metaphor a source of female empowerment; others 
rejected the metaphor as a model for women because of its association 
with male martial values. It is precisely the liminality of the woman war- 
rior, her anomalous position neither inclusively male nor totally female, 
that permits the metaphor to support, denounce, modify, or otherwise 
express various facets of gender meanings and relationships.”” 


Yee goes on to consider the historical situation. Like Hackett, she believes 
that the nature of social organization in premonarchic Israel, when public 
and private responsibilities were not strictly separate, made it not unlikely 
that women would occasionally become military leaders. She also stresses 
that this would not have been the norm. The nature of warfare also facili- 
tated women’s participation in warfare. The clans used small defensive forces 
rather than large professional armies. They were not equipped with bows and 
chariots. Instead, they relied on guerrilla tactics, which meant the use of cun- 
ning, surprise, deception, and diversions.?8 

Yee sees two ways in which the woman warrior metaphor is used in Judges 
4. The first she calls the shame syndrome. According to Yee, Barak and Sisera 
are both shamed by Deborah’s and Jael’s leadership. Certainly, Sisera’s death at 
the hand of a woman was considered ignominious. Barak is overshadowed 
both by Deborah, to whose call he responds, and Jael, who kills Sisera (though 
not so much that some commentators still suggest that Barak was the judge 
rather than Deborah!). Whether this overshadowing is tantamount to sham- 
ing may be debated. The text gives no explicit clues. Yee calls the second way 
in which the woman warrior is used the voracity syndrome. This comes into 
play only in the story of Jael, which will be discussed below.’? 

Finally, Yee considers the history of the interpretation of Deborah. Deborah 
has been seen as the avenger of wrongs perpetrated against women, as a woman 
deferring to a man, as a model of cooperation between men and women, as a 
woman calling men to their responsibilities, as a womanly protector of her peo- 
ple, as a model of courage on our personal battlefields, and paradoxically as a 
model for women against war!?? There is truth in most of these perspectives. 


106 HELPMATES, HARLOTS, AND HEROES 


How are we to assess Deborah? As the reader considers this question, it is 
important to remember that Deborah’s actions are a response to twenty years 
of cruel oppression under the Canaanite King Jabin and his commander Sis- 


era (Judg. 4:2-3). 


JAEL 


The story of Jael’s murder of Sisera in Judges 4:17-22 is grisly. Despite its 
gruesome character, it shows the overpowering of the strong by the weak. Jael 
is portrayed as a Kenite. Susan Ackerman argues that she was some sort of 
religious functionary and that her tent was a kind of sanctuary.?! The 
Canaanite Sisera thought he would be safe in her tent, but her loyalties were 
not what he expected. 

Sisera’s death at the hand of a woman is ignominious. Just as Barak is 
shamed by Deborah taking the lead, Sisera is shamed by losing his life in a 
woman's tent. In addition to the shame syndrome, Yee also sees the voracity 
syndrome at work in Jael’s story. The woman warrior embodies sexual license 
and unbridled lust. Although it is not obvious in many English translations, 
there are strong sexual allusions in the Hebrew text. Sisera is not only killed 
in Jael’s tent; he is also unmanned.*” In Judg. 4:20, Sisera tells Jael to stand 
at the entrance of the tent and if anyone comes and asks if a man is there, she 
is to answer negatively. By the end of the story there is no (live) man in the 
tent, and Sisera’s death by penetration of a tent peg figuratively turns him 
into a woman. 

Over the years women have reacted variously to Jael’s actions. Harriet 
Beecher Stowe, author of Uncle Tom’ Cabin, related Jael’s gruesome work to 
an incident in her own late nineteenth century: 


Let us remember how the civilized world felt when, not long since, the 
Austrian tyrant Heynau outraged noble Hungarian and Italian women, 
subjecting them to brutal stripes and indignities. When the civilized 
world heard that he had been lynched by the brewers of London—cuffed, 
and pommelled, and rolled in the dust,—shouts of universal applause 
went up, and the verdict of society was “served him right.” 


Elizabeth Cady Stanton had a very different view in The Woman’ Bible: 


The deception and the cruelty practiced on Sisera by Jael under the guise 
of hospitality is revolting under our code of morality. To decoy the luck- 
less general fleeing before his enemy into her tent, pledging him safety, 
and with seeming tenderness ministering to his wants, with such words of 
sympathy and consolation lulling him to sleep, and then in cold blood 
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driving a nail through his temples, seems more like the work of a fiend 
than of a woman.*4 


Many contemporary male commentators concur with Stanton. Jael is described 
as deceitful, a coward, and an assassin. Her lack of hospitality is denounced.*° 

We may ask, however, what kind of man did Jael see coming toward her 
tent? Judges 4:3 tells us that Sisera had nine hundred chariots and oppressed 
the people cruelly for twenty years. In Judges 5:28-30, Sisera’s family is 
depicted as waiting anxiously for his return. His mother wonders what could 
be delaying him. Her companions conjecture that Sisera is busy “finding and 
dividing the spoil . . . A girl or two for every man.” Presumably Jael knows 
what kind of man Sisera is. Van Wijk-Bos writes: 


So Jael does what not many of us would have the courage to do. She 
invites a known rapist into her tent, and then, without hesitation, using 
what she has and what she knows, with skill and determination, she kills 
him. Not a “nice” story, but then the times were not nice, and Sisera was 
not a nice man. Talking about desert hospitality in the face of this reality 
is inappropriate.*° 


Fewell reads Jael’s story less idealistically: 


Though her thoughts are never revealed, she is clearly a woman caught in 
the middle. The Israelites have obviously won. They cannot be far behind 
Sisera, and they are unlikely to take kindly to a family that has allied itself 
with the enemy—especially if found to be hiding the Canaanite com- 
mander. Jael does what she has to do. She offers Sisera a seductive wel- 
come, treats him with maternal care, and when he falls asleep assured of 
his safety, drives a tent peg through his mouth (raqaq = “parted lips,” 
often translated misleadingly as “temple”), severing his spinal column, 
leaving him to die a convulsive death.*” 


Ackerman suggests a third perspective. Because she views Jael as a religious 
functionary, she believes that Jael discerns that it is the Lord’s will that Sisera 
be killed, and thus she violates the conventions of religious sanctuary for a 
higher end.*8 

Whether the idealistic reading (van Wijk-Bos), the “realistic” reading 
(Fewell), or the historically based reading is more accurate is impossible to 
determine. The Hebrews were not as interested in Jael’s motivations as in the 
results of her action. We are interested because our assessment of her charac- 
ter depends in large measure on her motivation. Nevertheless we can only 
guess, because the text does not tell us clearly. 

In contrast to our inability to evaluate Jael for lack of information, and 
to modern (male) commentators’ negative assessments of Jael, the poets of 
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Judges 5 praise her. They call her “most blessed of women” (Judg. 5:24). 
Their praise is presumably based on results rather than motivations. The 
phrase “most blessed of women” is used elsewhere in the Bible only of Mary, 
Jesus’ mother, and Judith in the Apocrypha, who also murdered an enemy. 
Jael used deception and she murdered in cold blood. This does not matter to 
the poets of Judges 5 and perhaps not to us. Jael killed an oppressor. Some 
condemn Jael. All peace-loving folk will find the violence of her actions dis- 
turbing. If her story is one of self-defense, there is nothing to denounce, nor 
is there a hero to celebrate. However, if her motivation went beyond saving 
herself, then this is a story many can celebrate. 

In an article dealing with the diverse responses of women to Deborah, 
Jael, and Sisera’s mother, Katharine Sakenfeld concludes with this story: 


A group of Korean women were expressing some enthusiasm for Jael’s 
exploits, and I commented that most women I knew—white, middle/ 
upper-class North Americans like me—had trouble with this story. I sug- 
gested certain roots for our difficulties with the story: we are too accus- 
tomed to not having to defend our homeland. Many of us are also 
influenced by the Christian theme of “turning the other cheek.” I asked 
these Koreans what they could offer out of their setting that might be of 
help to me. After a brief pause, there came a bold reply from the far end 
of the table. “If you American women would just realize that your place 
in this story is with Sisera’s mother, waiting to collect the spoil of your 
interventions across the world . . .” I did not want to hear that. I did not 
want to be reminded of the negative effects of first-world colonialism and 
military might in which I participate by my citizenship. But as I have 
reflected longer about it, I wonder whether I did not hear God’s prophet 
as that woman spoke. That thought and that exchange remain among the 
most disturbing and the most profound moments of my Asian journey, a 


time of hearing the Bible as word of God through the voices of those not 
like myself.5? 


THE WIFE OF MANOAH 


The unnamed“ wife of Manoah gives birth to Samson in Judges 13. An angel 
of the Lord appears to her and tells her that she will bear a son and that she is 
to drink no wine and eat nothing unclean. When the son is born, no razor is 
to touch his head, because he is to be consecrated. He will begin to deliver the 
Israelites from the Philistines (Judg. 13:2-5). Manoah’s wife tells her husband 
that a man of God has visited her, and she reports his words. Manoah then 
prays that the visitor will return to instruct them on what they should do for 
the boy (Judg. 13:6-8). God answers Manoah’s prayer and reappears to his 
wife. She runs to get him, and the angel tells Manoah what he has already told 
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his wife. Manoah then tries to persuade the messenger to stay for a meal, but 
he declines. However, he tells Manoah he may offer a holocaust to the Lord. 
Not realizing the messenger is an angel, Manoah asks his name. The angel 
answers that it is mysterious (Judg. 13:8-18). Then Manoah offers a kid and 
a cereal offering, and as the flame goes up, the angel ascends with it. Manoah 
and his wife bow to the ground. Manoah is terrified, believing that since they 
have seen God, they will die (Judg. 13:19-22). Manoah’s wife points out that 
if God had wanted them to die, God would not have accepted their holocaust 
and cereal offerings, nor would God have told them or shown them what they 
had heard and seen (Judg. 13:23). Manoah’s wife bears a son, whom she 
names Samson. He grows up and is blessed by God (Judg. 13:24). 

Although Manoah’s wife is not named, she is clearly the stronger human 
character in this story. It is she who primarily interacts with the angel and she 
who recognizes the angel as an angel. The story makes Manoah look foolish 
and his wife wise. 

Thus Cheryl Exum writes: “Good theologian that he is, Manoah recog- 
nizes that seeing the deity brings death (v. 22). His wife, it seems, is a better 
theologian, for it is she who calls attention to a divine purpose behind the 
events (v. 23).”4! Nevertheless, Exum later suggests that the narrator depicts 
Manoah’s wife acting on behalf of and in subordination to her husband, 
undermining her positive portrayal.4* Susan Ackerman agrees, stating that 
“Deuteronomistic notions about a woman's ability to exert religious power 
eventually appear more transitory than real, and this suggests in turn that the 
degree of actual religious authority ancient Israelite women could exert dur- 
ing all but the earliest eras of the Israelite cult was very restricted indeed.” 
And yet in this story, Manoah’s unnamed wife is clearly the more discerning 
of the two human characters. The fact that this story appears in a text that 
was probably canonized in the postexilic period suggests that the Deuteron- 
omistic editors were comfortable including a text that highlighted a woman's 
superior religious discernment. These same editors also depicted King Josiah 
turning to a woman, the prophetess Huldah, to ascertain the authenticity of 
the book of the law found in the temple during renovations. 


DELILAH 


The story of Samson and Delilah is found in Judges 14-16, with the portion 
involving Delilah occurring in Judges 16. But first, against his parents’ wishes 
but with their acquiescence, Samson decides to marry a Philistine woman 
from Timnah. As part of the wedding festivities, he tells a riddle to his bride’s 
male friends, promising to give thirty linen garments and thirty festal gar- 
ments to the one who correctly solves it, but demanding the same from the 
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group if none can come up with the right answer. When they cannot figure 
it out, they pester her to find out the solution from Samson, threatening to 
burn down her house if she does not succeed. 

She then begs him to tell her until he finally breaks down. She then gives 
them the answer, they tell Samson, and he is furious. He kills thirty men 
from the Philistine town of Ashkelon and gives their garments to the group, 
then returns home. The bride’s father then gives her to the best man, think- 
ing that Samson has rejected her. After a while, Samson decides to go visit his 
wife and is livid when he discovers what her father has done, so he ties 
torches to the tails of thirty foxes and lets them loose through the fields, 
burning the wheat, olives, and vineyards. In retaliation, the Philistines burn 
the woman and her father. Samson swears revenge and for the next thirty 
years “judges” Israel, wreaking havoc among the Philistines (Judg. 14-15). 
Samson then has a brief liaison with a prostitute before falling in love with 
Delilah (Judg. 16:1-4). 

The lords of the town each promise to pay Delilah eleven hundred pieces 
of silver, an enormous sum of money, if she can find out the secret of Sam- 
son’s strength (Judg. 16:5). So Delilah asks Samson how he could be bound 
so that one could subdue him. He responds that if they bind him with fresh 
bowstrings, he will become weak. Delilah tells the lords, and they provide her 
with fresh bowstrings with which she binds Samson. They come upon him 
from hiding places, but he easily snaps the bowstrings (Judg. 16:6-9). 

Delilah chides Samson for mocking her and asks him again. This time he 
tells her that they must bind him with new ropes. The earlier scenario is 
repeated, with similar results (Judg. 16:10-12). Again Delilah chides Sam- 
son and asks him his secret. His story this time is that they must weave his 
hair into a web. A third time she follows his instructions, the Philistines 
come out of hiding, and Samson easily breaks free (Judg. 16:14). Finally, 
after Delilah tells Samson that he doesn’t love her and nags him for several 
days, Samson tells Delilah the real secret of his strength. If his hair is cut, he 
will become weak (Judg. 16:15-17). Again Delilah calls the Philistines, and 
while Samson sleeps, a man cuts off Samson’s hair. When Samson awakes, 
the Philistines descend upon him and he is captured. They gouge out his eyes 
and shackle him in bronze fetters and put him to work at the prison mill 
(Judg. 16:18-22). Of Delilah we hear no more. 

Delilah is often viewed as among the most evil women in Scripture. She 
is depicted as beautiful, but seductive, unfaithful, and treasonous. Many 
feminist interpreters have noted the theme of love as betrayal in the standard 
readings of this story.44 Betsy Merideth writes: 


I would like to suggest that the story is at least as much about Samson’s pride 
and pretensions to immortality as it is about Delilah’s harm to him. One 
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problem with the application of the concept of betrayal to Judges 16 is that 
it emphasizes Delilah’s role in Samson's capture by the Philistines, at the 
expense of any acknowledgement of his own responsibility for the outcome. 
Quite simply, a reading that finds “betrayal” or “deceit” in Delilah’s actions 
is unconvincing because Samson is depicted as knowing what is going on 
and is thus an active participant in the events, not merely a victim.*° 


It is clear that Delilah did harm Samson and that she betrayed his love for 
her, but it is equally clear that he was blinded by his love for her. In addition, 
if we assume that Delilah was a Philistine,“° from the Philistine point of view, 
Delilah would probably be viewed as a hero.*” Similarly Rahab, if described 
by her fellow citizens in Jericho, would undoubtedly be vilified. 

Mary Cartledge-Hayes relates the story of Samson and Delilah to previ- 
ous events in Samson’s life. In particular, she ties in Samson’s marriage with a 
woman from Timnah, who is burned to death as a result of the chain of reac- 
tions beginning with Samson telling the solution to his riddle to his wife 
(Judg. 14:1-15:8). She writes: 


After thinking about this story, I was very angry. Samson, by any recog- 
nizable standard, is a jerk. Loved by God he undoubtedly was, but what 
of the woman of Timnah? She was one leg of a hate triangle—and the leg 
most easily broken. 

Her life was ruined because one day some guy happened to walk by and 
notice her. Imagine her alarm when thirty men surrounded her, demand- 
ing she conspire with them. Imagine her fear when she was handed off to 
some other man, her horror when Samson returned to destroy her people’s 
livelihood. And imagine her terror when the thirty Philistines came back 
to break their promise. 

I imagined it all, and I came up furious and filled with rhetorical ques- 
tions. Who hushed up this story? Who decided Samson was a hero? Who 
weighed Samson’s cruelty and Delilah’s sneakiness and proclaimed Delilah 
the villain? This was a plot, I decided, a deliberate, nasty plot to degrade 
women, with coconspirators numbering in the millions. . . . 

My sympathies lodged squarely with Delilah, creating a new dilemma. 
I no longer hated her, but what was there of value in her story? Samson's 
wicked behavior neither excuses nor justifies hers. Besides, I was condi- 
tioned to despise her. How could I break that old habit of judging? 

I followed my thinking around corners and up trees and through the 
woods until it came out the other side. On that other side was a possibil- 
ity. What if Delilah knew of Samson's exploits in Timnah?“ 


If Delilah knew of Samson’s failed marriage and the horrible events that led 
to his wife’s death, then her actions would be explainable not only as patriotic 
but also as retributive justice. Samson's behavior in Timnah had resulted in 
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the fiery death of an innocent woman and her family. If Delilah was aware of 
this, then she might well have been eager to see this criminal brought to jus- 
tice. This is all speculation, of course, yet by filling in the motivational gap in 
this manner, a much more sympathetic picture of Delilah emerges. 

Whether Delilah was a real person we cannot be sure. Whether she was 
real or purely literary, however, modern readers want to understand her 
motivations perhaps more than ancient readers did. Another reading under- 
stands Delilah’s motivation to be financial security. Danna Fewell writes: 


Delilah’s identity is not bound to any man. Introduced simply by name, 
she is a woman who takes care of herself. She conducts her love affair with 
Samson and her business affairs with the lords of the Philistines without 
any father, brother, or husband acting as mediator. The narrator says that 
Samson loves Delilah. How Delilah feels about him is not revealed. Some 
degree of ambivalence is probable since she readily agrees to the Philistine 
proposal that she seduce Samson and discover the source of his strength. 
Eleven hundred pieces of silver from each Philistine nobleman are prom- 
ised in exchange for information on how Samson might be subdued. 
Doubtless, as a woman alone, Delilah finds that the love of a wanted man 
is no match for the security of wealth.” 


Nevertheless, Carol Smith perceptively notes that Delilah, the independent 
woman who owns her own sexuality and uses it for her own ends, “represents 
a particular view of women that has been castigated by the partriarchal estab- 
lishment and feminists alike and that sits uneasily in a feminist context. Post- 
feminists might be much more comfortable with Delilah’s behaviour.”*° 

Cheryl Exum analyzes the way the stories of all the women related to Sam- 
son (his mother, the Timnite woman, the prostitute from Gaza, and Delilah) 
function to uphold patriarchal values. Men fear women’s sexuality and thus in 
the story it is controlled in various ways. Samson’s mother’s ability to conceive 
is granted by God. Alone she is incapable of having a baby. The Timnite 
woman is controlled by the Philistine men who threaten her if she does not 
find out the answer to Samson’s riddle. Delilah is controlled by the offer of a 
large sum of money. If greed is what motivates her, as the story subtly suggests, 
then although she is the means by which Samson is destroyed, the initiators 
are Philistine men. The sexual ideology encoded in these stories assures fear- 
ful men that women may be dangerous, but they can be controlled—by threat, 
by reward, and, of course, by God.*! 

Carol Smith disagrees that the story of Samson and Delilah is primarily 
about gender politics, suggesting that it is both more subtle and simple than 
this. For Smith, the narrative reflects the values of the patriarchal culture in 
which it arose, but does not reinforce those values so much as leave open the 
possibility that they may be questioned: 
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My own suggestion is that although the text clearly reflects a patriarchal 
society, far from “justifying” it, in many places it makes men appear inef- 
fectual, even in their traditional roles as rulers and fighters. Even the pow- 
erful Philistines are incapable of conquering Samson, who is, after all, 
only one man, except with the help of a woman; and she has to be bribed 
heavily to do it. It is true that what starts out as a “reflection” of a situa- 
tion can later be used as a justification for it, but that is not the same as 
suggesting that the writer of Judges was using the story of Samson and 
Delilah to make polemical points about the status of women.>? 


Delilah is a controversial character who elicits strong reactions from fem- 
inist and nonfeminist readers alike. Her independence is laudable, but her 
use of her sexual attractiveness to manipulate a man and bring him down 
makes many uncomfortable, even when it is admitted that she did so openly 
and without pretense. 


JEPHTHAH’S DAUGHTER 


The story of Jephthah’s unnamed daughter found in Judges 11 has been the 
subject of a large number of interpretations by feminist biblical scholars.” It 
is also one of the most horrifying stories of victimization in the Hebrew Bible 
and, in fact, in all literature read in the Western world. 

The story begins when the reader is told that Jephthah is the son of Gilead 
by a prostitute? and as a result he cannot inherit any of his father’s property. 
His half-brothers drive him away. Because he is a warrior, however, and the 
Israelites need someone to fight the Ammonites, Jephthah is pressed into 
service. He agrees to serve on the condition that if he is victorious, he will 
become the head of the Gileadites (Judg. 11:1-10). 

Then Jephthah summons the Ammonites to war (Judg. 11:11-28). He 
makes a vow to God that if God gives him victory, he will sacrifice whoever 
or whatever (the Hebrew can mean either) comes out of his house to meet 
him first (Judg. 11:30-31). Jephthah is victorious. When he returns home, 
his daughter comes out to greet him with timbrels and dancing, as was the 
custom (Judg. 11:34-35). Jephthah is chagrined. His daughter tells her 
father to do as he has vowed. She asks only to go with her friends to bewail 
her virginity on the mountains for two months first (Judg. 11:37-38). At the 
end of the two months, she returns home and her father fulfills his vow 
(Judg. 11:39). A custom develops in which for four days every year the 
Israelite girls go out to lament Jephthah’s daughter (Judg. 11:39—40). 

Feminist interpreters comment on this sad tale in a variety of ways. Cheryl 
Exum notes that the message in the story is that daughters are expected to 
submit to their fathers, regardless of the consequences. Because Jephthah’s 
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daughter is a “good” daughter, submitting as expected, she is remembered.» 
Esther Fuchs shows how the use of language tends to make Jephthah look as 
good as possible in a situation in which his actions are really horrifying.*° 
Peggy Day reflects on the nature of the annual festival that was established.*” 
Renita Weems points out the deceptiveness of the story: 


On the surface, the story is about religious integrity: a man spares noth- 
ing to honor a vow he has made to the Lord. . . . But in the story of Jeph- 
thah and his daughter, somewhere nobility turns into a nightmare, 
devotion turns into death. Somewhere the quest for honor and duty, in 
the face of a young woman's senseless death, becomes a gross distortion of 
justice.°® 


The one positive note Weems finds is in the women’s solidarity: “Thus, 
the story of Jephthah’s daughter which began as a story about a man’s rad- 
ical devotion to God ends as a story of women’s radical devotion to one 
another—and to the whole truth. It is a story of women once again taking 
the only weapon they have—their tears—and craftily cultivating a new song 
for themselves.”°? 

Phyllis Trible, the first feminist biblical scholar to highlight this story, 
notes the contrast between this story and that of Isaac who is spared at the 
last moment.°° She also notes the way the Scriptures have handled this story: 


The earliest evidence is in the conclusion of the Jephthah cycle of stories. 
It shifts attention from the private crisis of sacrifice to a public confronta- 
tion between tribes (12:1-7). Challenged by armed Ephraimites, Jephthah 
leads the Gileadites to a resounding victory. The mighty warrior prevails 
uncensored; the violence that he perpetrated upon his only daughter stalks 
him not at all. In the end he dies a natural death and receives an epitaph 
fit for an exemplary judge (12:7). Moreover, his military victories enhance 
his name in the years to come. Specifically, the prophet Samuel proclaims 
to Israel that “Yahweh sent . . . Jephthah . . . and delivered you out of the 
hand of your enemies . . .” (I Sam. 12:11, RSV).°! 


In the New Testament in the book of Hebrews, Jephthah is praised as one who 
through faith did great things (Heb. 11:32-34). His daughter is forgotten.” 

Alice Laffey compares this story with the account of Saul’s vow that his 
son Jonathan violates in 1 Samuel 14: 


Though Saul is willing to have his vow fulfilled, that is, to allow his son 
to die (vv 39, 44), the people are not. In the first place, they protest the 
appropriateness of Sauls vow (vv 24-26); second, they do not allow 
Jonathan to become its victim (v 45). In contrast, the companions of the 
daughter of Jephthah do not protest. Rather, they too are submissive. 
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They support the victim by their presence, but they do not challenge the 
girl’s fate. 

The episodes narrated in Judg 11 and 1 Sam 14 both involve vows 
made to God. They both involve consequences for their children. Both 
fathers are willing to have their vows fulfilled. What distinguishes the two 
stories are the responses of the children’s constituencies and the stories’ 
outcomes. The female companions of the daughter of Jephthah are typical 
products of patriarchy; the “sons of Israel” are also, but differently! One 
response leads to life; the other to death. Interestingly enough, there is no 
penalty placed on the people for obfuscating Saul’s vow and securing 
Jonathan's life. May we conclude similarly that no penalty would have 
ensued had the girl’s companions had the courage to challenge Jephthah?©? 


Danna Fewell also considers God’s deliverance of Isaac and Jonathan. 
Although she sees one possible conclusion as the lower value of women, she 
also suggests another. “Perhaps, too, the death of the daughter, the silence of 
God, and the absence of the people are but signs of something rotten with 
the state of Israel.” 

Choosing between these two views—that the story of Jephthah’s daughter 
is a reflection of the low value of women and that it is a sign of something 
rotten in Israel—is difficult. Certainly part of the purpose of Judges is 
defense of kingship. By telling horrible stories, the narrator solicits support 
for the royal institution. Nevertheless we must ask whether it is a coincidence 
that the horrible tales involve so many female victims. However, even this 
coincidence can cut both ways. Are women the victims because their value is 
lower, or are they the victims because through their victimization greater 
sympathy for kingship is elicited? This latter suggestion, however, may be 
based on a modern assumption that should not be read into the ancient text. 
Thus, it seems most likely that women are depicted as victims in Judges 
because that is the way it was. Women were less valued and physically weaker 
and therefore were vulnerable to victimization. That does not mean that 
these stories are perfect reflections of historical reality in every respect. Nev- 
ertheless it is probably safe to assume some correspondence between literary 
and historical reality. In the final analysis, however, both Laffey and Fewell 
could be right. The story of Jephthah’s daughter could reflect women’s low 
value and also the rotten state of affairs in Israel at the time. 

How are we to assess Jephthah and his daughter? Surely Jephthah’s vow is 
rash.°° Surely he is too eager to win the battle and thereby regain standing in 
his community. Surely he is either stupid or thoughtless not to consider who 
is likely to come out of his door to greet him. Yet, in spite of these problems, 
he is not explicitly condemned in the Bible. Rather, he is praised. That he 
could carry out such a vow at all is chilling. That he could be praised suggests 
the low status of women in ancient Israel and early Christianity. 
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What of his daughter? Is it fair to wish that she had put up more of a 
protest? What were her choices? Was there anywhere or anyone to whom she 
could flee for safety? Perhaps not. Perhaps she acted in the only way possible. 
Perhaps she made the most out of a horrible situation. But we cannot help 
wondering whether there was not some way out. What would the midwives 
Shiphrah and Puah have done, or the harlot Rahab? To thoughts such as 


these Mieke Bal responds: 


The critic who suggests Bat’s [Jephthah’s daughter’s] anonymity is a 
deserved punishment for her submission to the father’s desire, instead of 
protecting herself as was her duty, . . . misses the point of the story as it 
is interpreted here. The daughter cannot but submit, but within the lim- 
its assigned to her by patriarchy and the unlimited power over the daugh- 
ter it assigns to the father, she exploits the possibility left open to her. 
Using oral history as a cultural means of memorialization, she makes her 
fellow-virgins feel that solidarity between daughters is a task, an urgent 
one, that alone can save them from total oblivion. Although she can only 
be remembered as what she never was allowed to overcome, as Bat- 
Jephthah [daughter of Jephthah], it is she, not the man who does have a 
proper name, who is made immemorial. She is remembered as she was, in 
submission to the power of the father, a power over life and death, exclu- 
sive possession, which he decided to exercise until death did them part. 


Finally, we return to Weems’s reflection: “The story of Jephthah’s daughter is 
deceptive because it is about something graver than honor, integrity, and obe- 
dience—for too often noble ideas are corrupted in the hands of extremists and 
the insane.”® It is ironic that biblical women often were forced to resort to 
deception to accomplish godly ends. In the process they were denounced by 
subsequent commentators. In Judges 11 the narrators use a much more sub- 
tle form of deception. They paint a stupid, self-serving vow as the action of a 
faithful man. They also diminish the grave consequences of that act. 

Their deception has not been completely successful, however. They have 
been found out. Jephthah can no longer be thought of as a hero. At best he 
comes across as a man who, blinded by his own lack of self-esteem, cruelly sac- 
rifices his own daughter and with her his future. Perhaps there is a lesson we can 
learn from this sad tale. We must be careful to discern the difference between 
genuine piety and self-serving, ersatz versions that destroy rather than build up. 
If we can learn this lesson, then perhaps Jephthah’s daughter did not die in vain. 

Perhaps, even Jephthah’s daughter was trying to say something like that. 
So Fewell suggests that her coming out the door was suicidal. She writes: 


An unknown character who had no option but obedience is not, however, 
the only possible reading. Jephthah’s vow was most likely made at Mizpah 
and not necessarily in secret. The daughter could very well have known 
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the substance of her father’s bargain. Indeed, when she responds to her 
father, she seems quite aware of what his vow entails. Rather than reading 
her answer as innocent submission, one might hear a tone of ironic judg- 
ment: “My father, you have opened your mouth to Yahweh. Do to me 
that which has gone forth from your mouth. After all, Yahweh has given 
you vengeance over your enemies, the Ammonites” (11:36). 

Perhaps Jephthah had intended that his daughter hear the vow, to warn 
her against coming out first. Perhaps he had in mind forfeiting a servant 
or a bodyguard left behind to protect his home. In that case the daughter 
intends her greeting. She is one of Jephthah’s troublers because, as she 
steps forth, she takes the place of someone whom he has considered 
expendable. She thereby passes judgment on her father’s willingness to 
bargain for glory with the life of another. Her action condemns his prior- 
ities, and perhaps those of all Israel.68 


Valerie Cooper, a womanist scholar, reads the story in almost the opposite 
fashion, in a way that seems historically more plausible. Noting that Jeph- 
thah was unfairly marginalized by his brothers because of his mother’s status 
as a prostitute, she identifies with Jephthah’s daughter as a person doubly 
marginalized by gender and social standing, who also needed to express soli- 
darity with her father: For Jephthah’s daughter, the choice was between death 
and dishonor. For Bat-Jephthah, to accept her father’s words meant certain 
death, but to reject her father’s rash vow meant to declare a fool the man all 
of Israel had once before rejected and then to run, with no place to hide. Bat- 
Jephthah held in her hands not only her own honor but her father’s. For 
many black women today, the same choices define their conduct as they 
barter their silence for the prestige of the men they love.°? 

Again we are faced with the impossibility of determining with any cer- 
tainty the motivation of a character in a text. Yet in the text Jephthah’s 
daughter is alive enough for us to be horrified by her story. Reflecting on that 
horror can perhaps lead to something better in the future. 


AN UNNAMED WOMAN, THE LEVITE’S WIFE 


Judges 19 has another text of terror that is remarkably similar to the story of 
Lots daughters in Genesis 19:1-11. Unfortunately the story in Judges 19 
does not end so well. In this story of a Levite from Ephraim and his wife 
(usually translated as concubine, but see below), the woman has either 
played the harlot (Hebrew text) or become angry with the Levite (the Septu- 
agint) and left him, returning to her father’s house.’”? The Levite from 
Ephraim journeys to Bethlehem to be reconciled with his wife, who is stay- 
ing with her father. After several days of feasting, the pair start for home 
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along with a servant. They do so late in the day, however, making it impossi- 
ble to complete the journey before nightfall. 

They stop in Gibeah in the territory of the tribe of Benjamin and stay 
with an old Ephraimite man. They think they will be safe because both he 
and the Levite are from Ephraim. The men of the city, however, demand to 
have intercourse with the Levite. The host offers instead the Levite’s wife and 
his own virgin daughter. They do not accept this offer. Nevertheless the 
Levite (or the Ephraimite host) takes his wife, puts her out, and they rape 
and abuse her throughout the night. 

As light dawns, she comes and falls at the door of the man’s house. When 
the Levite is ready to leave, he finds her on the doorstep. He tells her to get 
up, but she does not respond. So he puts her on his donkey, sets out toward 
home, and once there takes a knife, cuts her into twelve pieces, and sends 
them throughout Israel. 

In Judges 20 the tribes of Israel gather to attack Benjamin in retaliation. 
They are so successful that only six hundred men escape to the wilderness. 
This creates another problem, because none of the other tribes wants to give 
their daughters in marriage to the remaining Benjaminites. 

So in Judges 21 the tribes discover that Jabesh-gilead did not send any- 
body to help with the fight against Benjamin. Thus, a force is sent to Jabesh- 
gilead, and its inhabitants are killed. Four hundred virgins are spared to 
become wives for the Benjaminite men, but more are needed. Next, the 
tribes decide to get the remaining wives by telling the Benjaminites to abduct 
them from the annual festival at Shiloh. 

Thus the story of the rape and murder of the unnamed woman becomes 
the story of the destruction of an entire tribe. The men, women, and chil- 
dren, minus six hundred men, are all killed. This story is also about the 
destruction of the town of Jabesh-gilead, with the exception of four hundred 
young virgins. It is finally about the abduction of two hundred more young 
women from the festival at Shiloh. 

Before we comment on this atrocious story, the nature of the relationship 
between the Levite and his woman should be considered. She is called his 
pileges, a Hebrew word normally translated “concubine,” meaning slave used 
for sexual purposes. Mieke Bal suggests that she is rather his wife, but has 
been living with her father rather than with her husband. When the Levite 
takes her from her father’s house, he is trying to change the nature of their 
relationship.”! Exum argues that the woman is a legal wife of secondary rank. 
She disagrees with Bal on the grounds that Bal’s definition does not fit most 
biblical occurrences of pileges.’* 

Phyllis Trible deals with this story in Texts of Terror.” She notes the vari- 


ous responses to the woman’s rape and murder:”4 
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1. The tribes respond by going to war against Benjamin. They justify fur- 
ther violence, which includes violence against innocent women and children 
as vengeance.” 

2. The editor of the book of Judges repeats the opening words of Judges, 
“In those days, there was no king in Israel” at the end of the book. He adds 
the words, “Every man did what was right in his own eyes.” The editor is 
using the violence in the book of Judges to promote monarchy. Ironically, 
Israel’s first king, Saul, is a Benjaminite. He establishes his first capital at 
Gibeah. He also delivers Jabesh-gilead from the Ammonites. The editor may 
here be undercutting Saul in preparation for promoting David. However, 
David’s reign has its own horrors: his killing Uriah to win Bathsheba; 
Amnon’ rape of Tamar; and Absalom’s violation of his father’s concubines.”° 

Trible writes: “In those days there was a king in Israel, and royalty did 
the right in its own eyes. Clearly, to counsel a political solution to the story 
of the concubine is ineffectual. Such a perspective does not direct its heart 
to her.”’7 

3. A third response comes from the order of the books. In the Hebrew 
order, the story of Hannah follows; in the Greek order, the story of Ruth fol- 
lows. The absence of misogyny, violence, and vengeance in these stories 
makes a positive contrast with the story of the unnamed woman.’® 

4, From the prophets, specifically from Hosea, two passing references sug- 
gest that the memory of all the violence of this story does not quickly disap- 
pear.”? Hosea writes in announcing punishment: 


They have deeply corrupted themselves 
as in the days of Gibeah; 

he [God] will remember their iniquity, 
he will punish their sins. 


(Hos. 9:9) 


Since the days of Gibeah you have sinned, O Israel; 
there they have continued. 
Shall not war overtake them in Gibeah? 
(Hos. 10:9) 


5. From the rest of Scripture the response is silence. Trible writes: “The 
biting, even sarcastic, words of the prophet Amos on another occasion cap- 
ture well the spirit of this response: 


Therefore, the prudent one will keep silent about such a time; 
for it is an evil time. 


(Amos 5:13, RSV) 
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Silence covers impotence and complicity. To keep quiet is to sin, for the 
story orders its listeners to ‘direct your heart to her, take counsel, and speak’ 
(19:30; 20:7).”8° 

6. Finally, there is a place for a sixth response, our own response. How will 
we direct our hearts to her, what counsel will we take, how will we speak and 
what will we say? Trible concludes: 


First of all, we can recognize the contemporaneity of the story. Misogyny 
belongs to every age, including our own. Violence and vengeance are not 
just characteristics of a distant, pre-Christian past; they infect the com- 
munity of the elect to this day. Woman as object is still captured, betrayed, 
raped, tortured, murdered, dismembered, and scattered. To take to heart 
its ancient story, then, is to confess its present reality. The story is alive, 
and all is not well. Beyond confession we must take counsel to say, “Never 
again.” Yet this counsel is itself ineffectual unless we direct our hearts to 
that most uncompromising of all biblical commands, speaking the word 
not to others but to ourselves: Repent. Repent.®! 


Stuart Lasine agrees with Trible that the story promotes monarchy, but 
unlike Trible he believes that the narrator subtly but powerfully condemns 
the Levite. He shows how elements from Genesis 19 and 1 Samuel 11 pro- 
vide contrasts that reveal the narrator’s perspective: 


The use of material from Genesis 19 allows the reader to contrast the sit- 
uations at Gibeah and Sodom so that he can see how the old host inverts 
Lot’s hospitality into inhospitality, and how the action of the Levite-guest 
is the inverse of the action taken by Lot’s divine guests. Similarly, the 
deliberate contrast between the Levite dismembering his concubine 
(Judg. 19.29) and Saul dismembering the oxen (1 Sam. 11.7) demon- 
strates the difference between the way a disaster is avenged by an irre- 
sponsible, callous, and self-absorbed man who lives at a time in which 
there is no king in Israel. Comparison of Judges 19-21 with Genesis 19 
and 1 Samuel 11 allows the reader to recognize that a world in which 
there is no king in Israel and every man does what is right in his own eyes 
(Judg. 19.1; 21.25; cf. 17.6) is an “inverted world” where actions are 
often ludicrous, absurd, and self-defeating.8? 


As in other biblical stories, we are again confronted with two interpreters 
who share a feminist perspective but who read the story differently. They 
agree that the story is horrible. They agree that it is propaganda for monar- 
chy. But the one reads the story as implying no condemnation of the terrible 
acts, and the other sees subtle condemnation in the contrasts with other sto- 
ries. I agree with Lasine that the context of the story implies condemnation. 
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Koala Jones-Warsaw criticizes Trible for setting up a simplistic dichotomy 
of wicked men vs. innocent victimized women, whereas many men as well as 
women suffer in this story. The Levite’s wife is raped and murdered, but all the 
men, as well as the women and children of the tribe of Benjamin, also die, 
with the exception of six hundred men. All but four hundred young women 
from the city of Jabesh-Gilead are killed because they refused to become 
involved in the fight against Benjamin. In addition, not only are the two hun- 
dred virgins of Shiloh abducted and victimized, but their families also lose 
economically and emotionally when their daughters are stolen from them. 


By reducing the problem of victimization to gender, she [Trible] victim- 
izes the other characters with a silencing technique comparable to that 
used by the narrator. One may arguably posit that the narration represents 
the view of the dominant class, which favored the institution of kingship. 
This entire story functions within the Deuteronomistic history to justify 
the establishment of kingship in ancient Israel. Likewise, Trible’s feminist 
perspective, rooted in the dominant culture and the middle-class, con- 
tributes to her propensity not to acknowledge other types of victimization 
beyond that which white middle-class females experience (that is, from 
male domination).*3 


Warsaw-Jones’s critique of Trible involves an important reminder that 
although we may use various lenses to study biblical narratives, we should 
avoid simplistic, dichotomous thinking that tends to see all women as pow- 
erless victims and all men as powerful oppressors. 

Finally, Jacqueline Lapsley agrees with Lasine that the biblical narrator 
condemns the violence and with Warsaw-Jones’s concern that violence 
against a single woman escalates into violence against many men and women. 
She goes on to indicate, however, that concern in the West about the living 
conditions of women under the Taliban in Afghanistan was the background 
of media coverage of research suggesting that in particular societies there is a 
connection between higher status of women and lower levels of violence gen- 
erally, as well as greater economic and social stability.*4 


CONCLUSIONS 


The women of the books of Joshua and Judges present us with stark con- 
trasts. The heroes Rahab and Deborah are praised by the biblical narrators 
and modern commentators. The hero Jael receives positive marks from her 
biblical reviewers but often negative ones from contemporary interpreters. 
Manoah’s wife, a strong, if somewhat minor character, is generally liked by 
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all. Delilah is a villain in the eyes of the Bible and of most modern readers, 
but some feminist critics assess her more positively. These women are all 
strong characters who are understood to be heroic by at least some inter- 
preters. None of them can be considered victims. The fact that at least two of 
them are helpmates (Manoah’s wife, Jael, and perhaps Deborah) and another 
is a harlot (Rahab) is interesting, but these roles are not the most important 
information given about Manoak’s wife, Jael, Deborah (?), and Rahab. What 
is important is that they are depicted as strong women who act indepen- 
dently and in a positive fashion. 

In contrast to these strong women are Jephthah’s daughter and the Levite’s 
wife. These women are victims. They are relatively passive characters, at least 
as they are presented in the Bible. Feminist interpreters are not in total agree- 
ment on how to assess these stories. All agree, however, that they are among 
the most atrocious stories of victimization, not only in the Bible but any- 
where. That this is true is cause for concern. 


DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 


1. Reflect on prostitution as it exists in your community. Does Rahab’s 
situation parallel what you know of modern-day harlots? Is her depic- 
tion as a hero plausible? If so, why? If not, why not? 

2. Was Delilah an evil woman? With whom do you sympathize more, 

Samson or Delilah? 

. How do you feel about Deborah’s involvement in military aggression? 

. Does Jael seem to you to be a positive or a negative character? 

5. Would Barak have dealt any better with the Canaanite women than 
Sisera was expected to deal with the Israelite women? 

6. How do you feel about the way Jephthah’s daughter handled the terrible 
situation in which she found herself? Can you think of modern parallels? 

7. The story of the Levite’s woman brings to mind contemporary stories 
of gang rapes and murders, with their cycles of violence. What can we 
do to stop the violence in our own society? 


A Oo 


6 
The Women in 1 and 2 Samuel 


The books of 1 and 2 Samuel include the stories of Hannah, the woman of 
Endor, Saul’s concubine Rizpah, the three most important wives of David 
(Michal, Abigail, and Bathsheba), David’s daughter Tamar, the wise (?) 
woman of Tekoa, and the wise woman of Abel. Five of these are helpmates 
(Hannah, Michal, Abigail, Bathsheba, and Rizpah). Three of these help- 
mates are also victims (Michal, Bathsheba, and Rizpah). Tamar is a victim. 

The women of Endor, Tekoa, and Abel are, as far as is known, indepen- 
dent women. Nevertheless, their stories are told because of their relationships 
to David and Saul. Indeed, all of these women except Hannah are remem- 
bered because of their relationship with one of these two kings. Hannah gives 
birth to Samuel, who anoints Saul and David. There are no harlots in this 
group, though Bathsheba is sometimes condemned as a seductress. Nor from 
a modern perspective are there any heroes, although the narrator depicts Abi- 
gail heroically. Although the period of David’s reign is often cast by later gen- 
erations of Israelites as a golden era, it was not golden for the women who 
were most closely associated with the king. 


HANNAH 


Hannah's story is told in 1 Samuel 1:1—2:10. In some ways it is the typical 
Hebrew birth of the hero story. Like Sarah, Rebekah, and Rachel, Hannah is 
initially barren (1 Sam. 1:2).! Her plight is exacerbated by the fertility of 
Elkanah’s second wife, Peninnah, who provokes Hannah and makes life mis- 
erable for her (1 Sam. 1:7). Their rivalry recalls that of Sarah and Hagar, as 
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well as the conflict between Rachel and Leah. However, unlike these pairs of 
women, Hannah does not display any jealousy or hostility toward Peninnah.” 
Hannal’s husband Elkanah is depicted as loving Hannah but not being par- 
ticularly troubled by her barrenness, asking if he is not more devoted to her 
than ten sons.’ His attitude can be read as positive from a feminist perspec- 
tive because he does not value her based on her ability to bear him sons. Read 
in the historical context, however, he does not understand that his love for 
her does not make up for her lack of sons in a culture where her future eco- 
nomic security may depend on them and where her status in the community 
is largely determined by them. His lack of empathy, although in a different 
sphere from Abraham's self-centeredness, Isaac’s passivity, and Jacob's lack of 
sensitivity toward Rachel’s barrenness, is nevertheless reminiscent of their 
shortcomings in key areas. The similarities end there. 

In one key sense, Hannah is unlike the two barren matriarchs of Genesis 
whose husbands are involved with God in their efforts to get children. Abra- 
ham receives the revelation of the conception of a child. Isaac prays to God 
asking for children. Here, however, it is Hannah, rather than Elkanah, who 
takes the lead and prays to God an anguished prayer (1 Sam. 1:9-18). God 
hears her prayer and she conceives Samuel (1 Sam. 1:19-20). She then ded- 
icates him to God as a Nazirite (1 Sam. 1:24-28), according to the vow she 
had made in her prayer (1 Sam. 1:11).4 

Finally, Hannah prays a beautiful prayer (1 Sam. 2:1—10). Mary’s Magni- 
ficat (Luke 1:46-55) is modeled after Hannah's prayer. The prayer in its 
canonical form cannot have been composed by Hannah on the occasion of 
the dedication of young Samuel to God. The phrase “he [God] will give 
strength to his king” in 1 Samuel 2:10 must have been written after Samuel 
had become a man and anointed King Saul. Perhaps the prayer was attrib- 
uted to her because of the reference in verse 5 to the barren having borne 
seven children. Nevertheless it is a prayer with profound sentiments that 
could have been written by a woman. Anyone who has experienced oppres- 
sion will feel the joy of the prayer, in which God is praised for toppling the 
mighty and helping the poor and needy. 


WOMAN OF ENDOR 


The woman of Endor, sometimes called the witch of Endor, is able to call 
forth the spirits of the dead. Today we would call her a medium. She appears 
briefly in 1 Samuel 28:3-25. Saul is desperate in the face of the Philistine 
army encamped and ready for battle against the Israelites. He consults her 
after all other means of inquiring of God’s will have been unsuccessful (1 Sam. 
28:3-7). He visits her in disguise (1 Sam. 28:8), because he himself has 
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banned mediums from the land (1 Sam. 28:3, 9). She is quite concerned 
about practicing her art in the face of the ban (1 Sam. 28:9). Saul assures her, 
however, that nothing will happen to her (1 Sam. 28: 10). 

When the spirit of Samuel appears, the medium realizes that the man who 
asked for him is Saul. She is again quite concerned (1 Sam. 28:12), but Saul 
tells her not to be afraid (1 Sam. 28:13). Samuel is not pleased with being 
called from the dead. He tells Saul that the Israelites will lose the battle the 
next day and that Saul and his sons will be killed (1 Sam. 28:15-19). Saul is 
terrified. He is also weak from not having eaten (1 Sam. 28:20). The woman 
of Endor and her servants urge him to eat. He initially refuses, but she finally 
persuades him. She kills the fatted calf and makes unleavened cakes (1 Sam. 
28:21—24). Saul and his servants eat and then leave (1 Sam. 28:25). 

The woman of Endor is an independent woman. Her business has been 
banned, but she seems to have sufficient wealth to live comfortably. She has 
servants and can prepare a feast on short notice. Her marital status is not 
clear: there is no mention of a husband. 

Her concerns about not violating the ban against mediums indicate that 
she is prudent. Her willingness to practice her art in spite of the ban and with 
only the word of a man she does not know is harder to assess. Whether she 
acts out of compassion or some other motivation is not indicated. Her con- 
cern for Saul after he has received devastating news from Samuel is a sign that 
she has compassion for him. Admittedly, he is the king, but her concern for 
him seems to be more personal. There is no hint that she stands to gain any- 
thing by killing the fatted calf. 

The narrator portrays her in a positive light. Although her art has been 
proscribed, the proscription is not because it is thought counterfeit. In all 
likelihood, Saul is not alone in breaking the rules. There is always a desire to 
know what the future holds. In ancient times, mediums were frequently con- 
sulted. The woman of Endor apparently is a respected member of society, but 
she must operate carefully because of the ban. 

Janice Nunnally-Cox writes: 


The first thing to be noted is that the woman is nowhere called witch. Yet 
over the centuries she has commonly been referred to as the “witch of 
Endor.” The Authorized Version describes her as “a woman that hath a 
familiar spirit”; the Revised Standard Version calls her a “medium.” But the 
footnotes and page headings of these versions speak of “the witch,” and 
many commentators label I Samuel 28:3—25 as belonging to the Witch of 
Endor.’ 


Nunnally-Cox goes on to quote Edith Deen's description of the woman of 
Endor: “A wise old person with gnarled hands, deep, penetrating eyes, course 
[sic], leathery skin, and dark hair falling over her stooped shoulders. Probably 
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she had resorted to fortune telling because it was her only means of liveli- 
hood. . . . Many had gone to her cave home, seeking counsel.”° Nunnally-Cox 
responds: 


It is remarkable that this rather unassuming woman elicits such response. 
We do not know that she is old, we are not told that she lives in a cave, 
has stooped shoulders, and tells fortunes. She is a necromancer, but nam- 
ing her a witch is another matter. It seems that this somewhat ordinary 
woman has been maligned because of her unusual sight. What we do 
know is very little, but it can readily be seen that she is a kindly person, 
much more charitable than the caustic Samuel, who seems to delight in 
bearing ill tidings. The woman comforts Saul in his despair, and makes 
haste to give him the best of what she has: her calf and her bread. History 
has quite possibly judged her character harshly, and it would serve us well 
to view the woman of Endor with sympathy rather than suspicion.” 


Nunnally-Cox is correct in her assessment of Deen’s view of the woman of 
Endor. Filling in gaps in the text is one thing. Rewriting the story is another. 
Deen crosses the line. 


RIZPAH 


The story of Rizpah is told in 2 Samuel 3:7-11 and 21:8-14. She is identi- 
fied in 2 Samuel 3:7 as having been Saul’s concubine. Saul is now dead, and 
the houses of Saul and David are at war. David is king over Judah, and Saul’s 
son Ishbaal is king over Israel. Abner is the head of Saul’s army, which is los- 
ing strength. In 2 Samuel 3:7, Ishbaal complains to Abner. The complaint is 
that Abner has had sexual relations with Rizpah. Abner responds angrily: 


“Am I a dog's head for Judah? Today I keep showing loyalty to the house of 
your father Saul, to his brothers, and to his friends, and have not given you 
into the hand of David; and yet you charge me now with a crime concern- 
ing this woman. So may God do to Abner and so may he add to it! For just 
what the LORD has sworn to David, that will I accomplish for him, to trans- 
fer the kingdom from the house of Saul, and set up the throne of David 
over Israel and over Judah, from Dan to Beer-sheba.” (2 Sam. 3:8—10) 


Abner is evidently using Ishbaal’s complaint against him as a pretext for 
changing sides in the struggle for kingship. He characterizes the complaint as 
petty, when contrasted with his great loyalty to Saul’s house. Probably Ishbaal 
sees Abner’s taking up with Rizpah as a grab for power. His concern proba- 
bly has nothing to do with Rizpah’s feelings, which are not divulged. If this 
interpretation is correct, then Rizpah is a pawn in a dangerous game. 
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In the second incident that involves Rizpah, David is now king over all of 
Israel. He is busily wiping out Saul’s family to prevent the possibility of any 
usurpation. Rizpah’s two sons are killed, as are the five sons of Merab, Saul’s 
daughter (2 Sam. 21:8-9). 

Their deaths are grisly. Delivered into the hands of the Gibeonites, they are 
then impaled. Rizpah responds by taking sackcloth and spreading it on a rock 
for herself. She guards the bodies against the birds and wild animals from the 
beginning of the harvest until the coming of the rainy season (2 Sam. 21:10). 
When David hears about it, he is shamed into giving these bodies, as well as 
those of Saul and Jonathan, a decent burial (2 Sam. 21:11—14). 

Rizpah is a sad figure, concubine of the king, pawn in a power struggle in 
which her husband’s side loses, grief-stricken mother of two murdered sons. 
Yet, through her vigilant watch over her sons’ bodies, she has the satisfaction 
of knowing that they receive a decent burial. This was important to the 
ancient Hebrews. After this success, she fades from history but not from 
memory. 


MICHAL 


The story of Michal, daughter of Saul and wife of David, is told in 1 Samuel 
18:20-29; 19:11-17; and 2 Samuel 6:20-23. Michal loves David (1 Sam. 
18:20), but David’s motivation for marrying Michal is probably political. By 
marrying the king’s daughter, he apparently puts himself in a better position 
to become the next king (1 Sam. 18:26).° 

Using deception and wit, Michal helps David escape from her father, Saul 
(1 Sam. 19:11-17). Thus she chooses between father and husband. Ironi- 
cally, in the process she loses David. He flees, with no plans to return to her. 
When he does return to meet with Jonathan and is in hiding for three days, 
he makes no attempt to see Michal (1 Sam. 20). 

David picks up two more wives while roaming about (1 Sam. 25:42—43). 
In the meantime, we learn that Saul has given Michal to another man, Palti 
(1 Sam. 25:44). After Saul’s death, David becomes king over Judah and is 
offered the opportunity to become king over the northern tribes. Then 
David demands Michal back (2 Sam. 3:13-16). Her new husband is very 
upset, but Michal’s feelings are not stated. 

However, when David brings the ark of the covenant to Jerusalem with 
much leaping and dancing, Michal despises him (2 Sam. 6:16). After the cer- 
emonies are over, she confronts David with these words: “How the king of 
Israel honored himself today, uncovering himself today before the eyes of his 
servants maids, as any vulgar fellow might shamelessly uncover himself!” 
(2 Sam. 6:20). David responds curtly: “It was before the Lorp, who chose me 
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in place of your father and all his household, to appoint me as prince over 
Israel, the people of the Lorp, that I have danced before the Lorp. I will 
make myself yet more contemptible than this, and I will be abased in my 
own eyes; but by the maids of whom you have spoken, by them I shall be 
held in honor” (2 Sam. 6:21—22). The narrator concludes by informing the 
reader that Michal remained childless (2 Sam. 6:23). 

In analyzing Michal’s story, Cheryl Exum points out Michal’s negative por- 
trayal as a jealous, bitter, and, worse yet, nagging woman. Part of the negative 
depiction of Michal lies in her contempt for the “servants’ maids” (amhét 
abadaw, literally “the female servants of the male servants”), although pre- 
cisely who is meant is not clear. What is clear is that Michal comes across as 
haughty and elitist. Her criticism of David is also made to seem harsh. 
Michal’s anger with David for displaying himself immodestly, however, prob- 
ably masks deeper issues. 

On a political level, the domestic quarrel represents the battle between the 
houses of Saul and David.? On an emotional level, much is implied, but 
nothing is made explicit. David Clines, in the introduction to a volume 
devoted to a variety of interpretations of Michal’s story, says: 


What lies behind Michal’s aversion to his sexual display is harder to deter- 
mine. Her whole story has been so freighted with sexuality that it comes 
as little surprise that this issue rises to the surface as her relationship with 
David comes to a bitter end. But of what frustration, jealousy, disappoint- 
ment, outrage, desire her outburst is compounded we can only guess. 
Once again, the story of Michal demands that we tell another story, a more 
causally integrated story of Michal, but refuses to lend us its sanction. No 
one motivation can account for the course of this episode.!” 


Michal, symbol of the rivalry between her father and her husband, is a vic- 
tim of their conflict. She dares to confront male authority. As a result, she is 
to remain childless, the literary near-equivalent of murder. In spite of her 
“murder,” we can applaud her self-assertion in the face of unfair treatment. 
Katharine Sakenfeld concludes her treatment of Michal in this way: 


[I]n her actions . . . we see a woman who makes some effort to shape her 
future. She defies her father, rescues her husband, and eventually defies 
her husband. She is a woman of emotion, as is seen in her “love” for 
David and in her biting sarcasm to him as she exits the stage of the story. 
Yet we learn far less of her story than we might like. . . . I mourn with 
Palti over Michal’s fate." 


On a personal level, we may also wonder whether any other options were 
open to her that might have led to a happier conclusion. 
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Although most feminist commentators write in prose, Shoshanna Ger- 
shenzon offers this poetic salute of Michal, entitled “Michal Bat Shaul” 
(Michal, Daughter of Saul): 


This was Ais city, taken from 

The Jebusites, and opened to 

Priests and short southern boys, sporting 
Scarves ripped from Philistine corpses. 


This was his home, rustling with younger 
Women and their children, who bowed to her and 
Scurried past towards laughter in the inner courtyards. 


This was his god, silent now after the leaping and the 
Carnival and the harsh street instruments and the cakes flung 
To the crowd by the kitchen boys; breathing darkness 

In the shut tent in the shut farm wagon. 


She had loved the god that sang in the voices of the nebiim [prophets], 
and blew through their sweet pipes, when they came down from the 
high places, and her father always the tallest and the best, his arms 
wide to catch her leaping body; she had loved the hill country and the 
tall Benjamite warriors; they sang of women taken in battle, but she sat 
safe on Saul’s lap, gripping his chief’s fringes. 


While his men roared and drank, she sat bathed 
In the great grief that poured from his face, and forgave 
All that he would do to her. 


A warriors daughter. A warrior’s prize. An heiress whose 
Patrimony was mumbled by scarred old men. A captive woman 
Of Benjamin dried by the southern sun, the desert always 
Blowing in the corner of her eye. She followed it to heaped stones 
Under the last tamarisk. An odor stung; a hand accepted 

Her coins and offered a rancid cup.” 


ABIGAIL 


If Michal represents the woman who rebels against injustice, Abigail may be 
characterized as the prudent woman, the “good” wife.!? Her story is found in 
1 Samuel 25:2—42. Abigail is married to Nabal, whose name means fool. She 
is beautiful and clever, he surly and mean (1 Sam. 25:3). As Nabal is shearing 
his many sheep out in the wilderness (1 Sam. 25:4), David’s men come asking 
for provisions (1 Sam. 25:5-8). They apparently seek to exchange food for the 
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protection they have provided during sheep shearing (1 Sam. 25:16, 21). 
Nabal refuses, and David prepares to fight (1 Sam. 25:10-13). 

One of Nabal’s men tells Abigail (1 Sam. 25:14-17). She prepares extrava- 
gant amounts of food and sends it to David. Then she herself follows (1 Sam. 
25:18-20). She speaks ingratiatingly to him, dissuading him from violence 
(1 Sam. 25:23-31). She predicts that God will appoint David prince over 
Israel (1 Sam. 25:30). She asks that when this happens, he will remember her 
(1 Sam. 25:31). 

When she returns home, she finds Nabal having a feast (1 Sam. 25:36). 
The next morning after the wine has worn off, she tells him what she has done 
and he is mortified (1 Sam. 25:37). Ten days later he dies (1 Sam. 25:38). 
David then marries Abigail (1 Sam. 25:39-42), and they have one son, 
Chileab (2 Sam. 3:3). 

Alice Bach believes that Abigail is more subversive than her “good wife” 
image suggests.!4 Abigail speaks a great deal in this story, more than her hus- 
band and more than David. She constantly speaks of herself in very lowly 
terms, calling herself maidservant (‘amhé) and handmaid (sipha). These 
terms stand in contrast to the power she wields through her words. She effec- 
tively prevents David from attacking her husband and his men, and she links 
herself with David. 

From the narrator’s perspective, Abigail’s prophecy concerning David’s 
royal future is her most important utterance. She is wise, prudent, and psy- 
chologically savvy. Yet the unctuousness with which she ingratiates herself to 
David does not sit well with the modern reader. Nor are we happy with her 
spending so much of her energy on limiting men’s foolish choices. We would 
prefer to see her in a more positive role. Nevertheless we must admit that she 
is more successful than Michal in securing what presumably was a happy life. 

Abigail seems better suited to be wife of a king than wife of the foolish Nabal. 
Ironically, her marriage to David silences her voice literarily and perhaps in real- 
ity as well. While married to Nabal, she has a voice and power. As one of David’s 
many wives, she produces one son, Chileab, who is not even a principal son. 


BATHSHEBA 


Bathsheba’s story is told in 2 Samuel 11-12. Walking on his roof, David 
notices a beautiful woman bathing (2 Sam. 11:2). He inquires who she is and 
finds out she is Bathsheba, wife of Uriah (2 Sam. 11:3). He sends for her and 
commits adultery with her. Then she returns home (2 Sam. 11:4). 

She conceives and sends word to David (2 Sam. 11:5). Upon hearing this 
news, David sends for Uriah, who has been in the field with the army. David 
orders him home (2 Sam. 11:6-8). Uriah does not go home, however, out of 
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solidarity with the troops (2 Sam. 11:9-11). So David tries a second scheme. 
He has Uriah eat and drink with him to the point of drunkenness, but Uriah 
still does not go home (2 Sam. 11:12-13). 

David’s third way of dealing with the problem is to write a letter to his 
general, Joab, telling him to put Uriah in the front lines. Joab is then to draw 
back and leave Uriah exposed (2 Sam. 11:14—15). Joab follows orders, Uriah 
is killed, and Joab sends a message back to David (2 Sam. 11:16-21). 

When Bathsheba hears the news of Uriah’s death, she makes lamentation. 
When the mourning time is over, David sends for her and marries her. She 
bears him a son (2 Sam. 11:26-27), who dies as punishment for David’s sin 
(2 Sam. 12:1-23). 

Although Bathsheba is often condemned as a seductress, there is nothing 
in the text that suggests her complicity in David’s crime. Quite the contrary. 16 
She appears to be an innocent victim of his lust. He sees her bathing in her 
own private area. He can see her, because he is standing on the roof of the 
palace. He finds out who she is and summons her. She has no way of know- 
ing what is in store for her. How she feels about the rape, for that is what it 
may have been, we are not told.!” How she feels about her husband’s murder, 
again the narrator does not say. Indeed, Bathsheba does not speak directly 
until much later. In this part of the story, her only communication is sending 
word to David that she is pregnant. 

Regina Schwartz points out that when the prophet Nathan comes to 
David with his story about the rich man stealing the poor man’s ewe lamb 
(2 Sam. 12:1-15) which brings about David’s repentance, Nathan compares 
Bathsheba with an animal. Schwartz writes: 


When Nathan the prophet tells David a didactic parable about the rich 
man taking the poor man’s only ewe-lamb, he drives home the point that 
the king’s adultery is a violation of a property right: Bathsheba is com- 
pared to an animal, a favored animal, to be sure, one that is like a daugh- 
ter (alluding to the Hebrew wordplay on Bathsheba’s name, bath = 
“daughter”), and the only one the poor man has; but the polluting of his 
woman is analogous to the slaughter of his animal.!® 


When the child of Bathsheba and David dies, we are not told how Bathsheba 
feels. Laffey notes that David was punished for his sin as was considered appro- 
priate by Deuteronomistic theology. But few commentators notice that Bath- 
sheba was equally punished—unjustly. From the perspective of the patriarchal 
producers of the text, however, no injustice was involved, because the wife 
belonged to her man and thus was expected to partake in his punishment.” 

She does fare better than Michal and Abigail, in that her son Solomon 
becomes king, and she becomes queen mother. Nevertheless we do not really 
get to know Bathsheba. She remains a flat character. 
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A detail of Joab’s message to King David after Uriah has been killed is 
intriguing. In 2 Samuel 11:19-21, Joab says: 


When you have finished telling the king all the news about the fighting, 
then, if the king’s anger rises, and if he says to you, “Why did you go so 
near the city to fight? Did you not know that they would shoot from the 
wall? Who killed Abimelech son of Jerubbaal? Did not a woman throw an 
upper millstone on him from the wall, so that he died at Thebez? Why 
did you go so near the wall?” then you shall say, “Your servant Uriah the 
Hittite is dead too.” 


The allusion to the death of Abimelech by the hand of a woman (Judg. 
9:53—54) requires explanation. Mieke Bal points out that whereas David vic- 
timizes Bathsheba, a woman victimizes Abimelech. The positions of the male 
and female actors are reversed.”° Joab’s allusion has something to do with his 
suspicion that a woman is involved in the orders he has received to have 
Uriah killed. It is possible, then, to see Uriah as the victim who is like Abim- 
elech. Bathsheba is the cause of his death. On another level, David is the vic- 
tim who is in danger because of a woman.”! In both cases, Bathsheba is seen 
as the victimizer, even though in reality she is the victim. Bal writes: “It is 
possible that his anger with David about the bad strategy and the death of an 
innocent man imposed on him, an anger that, as a subordinate ‘servant of the 
king,’ he cannot afford, is directed against the intuitively appropriate scape- 
goat, woman in general.” It is a classic case of blaming the victim. 

Bach points out the way each of the three named wives of David repre- 
sents aspects of the wifely role: “Michal is the dissatisfied daughter/wife of 
divided loyalties; Abigail is consistently the good sense mother-provider, and 
Bathsheba, the sexual partner.”’? We are accustomed to the split between the 
nurturing, mothering wife and the sexy wife-mistress. To this duo is added 
the angry feminist, not content with subordinate roles. 

Adele Berlin notes the ways in which David’s three named wives are char- 
acterized. She finds three different approaches.74 Michal is a developed char- 
acter, Abigail is a type (the good wife), and Bathsheba is only an agent who 
moves the action along. (Bathsheba the queen mother is a developed charac- 
ter, but that role comes later, in 1 Kgs. 1-2.) Different as the characteriza- 
tions of these three women are, they are alike in one sense. Indirectly, each 
throws light on the main character of the story, David. Berlin summarizes: 


The David stories have been woven into a masterful narrative in which all 
facets of the hero’s complex personality are allowed to emerge. This is 
accomplished by highlighting him at times, and by showing him in the 
reflection of lesser characters at other times. This shift in focus and in clar- 
ity of presentation produces a narrative which has depth, which is credi- 
ble to the reader, and which never fails to engage his interest.” 
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Even the best-developed female character is a pale shadow in comparison 
with the “hero” of the story. We would like to know about these women, 
because we are interested in their stories. Unfortunately the biblical narrators 
do not share our interest. They have used David’s wives as means to character- 
ize him, rather than to tell us something about the women themselves. When 
information about them is divulged, it is accidental rather than intentional. 


TAMAR 


Tamar's rape is chronicled in 2 Samuel 13. Tamar’s half-brother Amnon lusts 
after her to the point of making himself ill. He knows he cannot do anything 
about his lust, since she is a virgin (2 Sam. 13:1-2). However, Amnon’s crafty 
cousin Jonadab devises a plan (2 Sam. 13:3-5). Amnon lies down, pre- 
tending to be sick. When his father, King David, comes to visit, Amnon asks 
that Tamar make some cakes and feed them to him (2 Sam. 13:6). David 
orders Tamar to do as Amnon has asked (2 Sam. 13:7). She goes and does as 
commanded (2 Sam. 13:8), but Amnon refuses to eat. Amnon asks that 
everyone leave except Tamar, who is to come into his chamber and feed him 
by hand (2 Sam. 13:9-10). When she complies, he asks her instead to lie 
with him (2 Sam. 13:11). She answers: “No, my brother, do not force me; for 
such a thing is not done in Israel; do not do anything so vile! As for me, 
where could I carry my shame? And as for you, you would be as one of the 
scoundrels in Israel. Now therefore, I beg you, speak to the king; for he will 
not withhold me from you” (2 Sam. 13:12—13). 

Amnon will not listen to Tamar. Instead, he rapes her (2 Sam. 13:14). 
Then Amnon hates her intensely (2 Sam. 13:15). He sends her out and her 
last words are, “No, my brother; for this wrong in sending me away is greater 
than the other that you did to me” (2 Sam. 13:16). Again Amnon will not 
listen. So he puts her out of his presence (2 Sam. 13:17). 

Tamar puts ashes on her head, tears her long robe, and cries out (2 Sam. 
13:18—19). Her full brother Absalom tells her not to “take this to heart” (2 Sam. 
13:20), perhaps because he plans revenge (2 Sam. 13:23-32). Although King 
David is angry, he does nothing, because of his love for Amnon, his firstborn 
(2 Sam. 13:21). 

Phyllis Trible analyzes this story in Texts of Terror.” She reflects on its rela- 
tionship with another text, one from Proverbs 7:4—5, which is written for 
young men: 


Say to wisdom, “You are my sister,” 
and call insight your intimate friend, 

that they may keep you from the loose woman, 
from the adulteress with her smooth words. 
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In Proverbs, wisdom is personified as a woman who is to protect the young 
man from the dangers of “bad” women. The irony is that in the story of 
Tamar and Amnon, Tamar’s words to Amnon are wise. She counsels him not 
to do the foolish thing. Just as the young man in Proverbs is counseled to call 
wisdom his sister, Amnon calls Tamar “my sister.” His intimate friend, how- 
ever, is Jonadab, whose insight is clever, but hardly wise. Amnon does not 
need protection from a “bad” woman. He needs protection from his own 
lust, and Tamar needs protection against it.” Trible concludes: 


Compassion for Tamar requires a new vision. If sister wisdom can protect 
a young man from the loose woman, who will protect sister wisdom from 
the loose man, symbolized not by a foreigner but by her very own 
brother? Who will preserve sister wisdom from the adventurer, the rapist 
with his smooth words, lecherous eyes, and grasping hands? In answering 
the question, Israel is found wanting—and so are we. 


Today there is an acute awareness of the high incidence of child abuse, much 
of it in the form of fathers’ sexual abuse of daughters. Other forms, such as 
brothers raping sisters, are also common. Incest leaves deep scars on its victims. 
Women are also subjected to sexual abuse by men who are not family members 
but who are also not strangers. Date rape is so common that college students are 
receiving instruction about it as part of their orientation to college life. Tamar 
is not an ancient anomaly. She is all around us. If awareness can lead to change, 
let us remember Tamar’s story and resolve that sexual abuse can and will stop. 


THE WISE (?) WOMAN OF TEKOA 


In the aftermath of Absalom’s murderous vengeance on Amnon, Absalom 
stays in exile for three years. Then his father is consoled over Amnon’s death 
(2 Sam. 13:37-39). Joab perceives that David is ready to see his son Absalom 
again. So he sends to Tekoa, where a wise (or shrewd) woman lives, and 
brings her to Jerusalem, He has her put on mourning garments and instructs 
her what to say to David (2 Sam. 14:1-3). 

Her fabricated story is that she is a widow with two sons, one of whom 
killed the other. The rest of the family wants to kill the remaining son in 
revenge, but she protests that this would quench her one remaining ember 
(2 Sam. 14:4-7). After King David gives orders that will protect her son 
(2 Sam. 14:8-11), she says: 


“Why then have you planned such a thing against the people of God? For 
in giving this decision the king convicts himself, inasmuch as the king 
does not bring his banished one home again. We must all die; we are like 
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water spilled on the ground, which cannot be gathered up. But God will 
not take away a life; he will devise plans so as not to keep an outcast ban- 
ished forever from his presence.” (2 Sam. 14:13-14) 


After further conversation, David heeds her words and allows Absalom to 
return to Jerusalem (2 Sam. 14:15—24). Two more years go by before Absa- 
lom and David are reunited. That is another story (2 Sam. 14:25-33). Our 
interest lies in the woman of Tekoa. 

The narrator tells us that Joab puts the words in her mouth (2 Sam. 14:3). 
If all he needs is an actress, however, he doesn’t need to find a wise woman. 
Denise Carmody wonders whether the woman of Tekoa may have had more 
of an authorial role in the plan than we are told.”? She also notes that the 
woman of Tekoa is a champion of mercy, a role that women often play: 


Women have inherited such a courageous, debunking, and accusing role 
as one of their socially sanctioned possibilities. . . . It is instructive for us 
to ponder what intercessions like that of the woman of Tekoa have accom- 
plished throughout the ages. Again and again, they have been a way for 
antagonists to put aside ego, drop their demand for bloodlust, and be rec- 
onciled. Mothers mediating between fathers and sons, sisters mediating 
between brothers, teachers and nurses smoothing rough interactions—all 
have helped keep the world from becoming totally a war zone.*° 


What Carmody says is true up to a point. Nevertheless many feminists are 
uncomfortable with this perspective, because often women have fulfilled 
mediating roles and been teachers and nurses because society allowed them 
no other options. 

Alice Laffey points out the patriarchal nature of the story the woman tells. 
A widow about to lose her only remaining son is in grave risk in that kind of 
society.°! She continues by describing this text as an exception within patri- 
archal culture: 


The narrative contains sexual reversals of the story contained in 1 Kgs 3. 
There it was King Solomon’s wisdom which determined the real mother 
of the living son. Here it is the unnamed woman's wisdom which calls 
King David to again acknowledge his son Absalom. .. . 

The narrator names the woman who secures Absalom’s return as wise 
(v 2) while the woman herself asserts that the king (David) has wisdom 
“like the wisdom of a messenger of god” (v 20). One should not fail to 
observe the linguistic comparisons subtly being made here. The woman is 
like the king, not only in significant aspects of the content of her story, but 
especially in her possession of wisdom. But if the woman is like the king, 
she is also like the messenger of God—not only because she serves as a mes- 
senger, but especially because of her wisdom. She has a patriarchal script in 
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a patriarchal culture, but she is in no way portrayed as a victim of patri- 
archal prejudice. She is a notable exception.*? 


What Laffey seems to overlook is that the woman is merely playing a role 
that has been scripted for her by a man. Although she is called wise, there is 
a problem. Either her own work is attributed to a man, a real enough possi- 
bility, or she is not really wise. This problem brings us to our next interpreter. 

Patricia Willey sees the story very differently from other feminist com- 
mentators. She calls her the importunate woman of Tekoa, a woman who is 
more shrewd than wise. She notes the apparent similarities between this story 
and the one in which Nathan indicts David for his adultery with Bathsheba 
with a fabricated story. She writes: 


The desire to read the story of the Tekoite woman as an episode running 
parallel to the Nathan story in its intent and outcome has required inter- 
preters to discount textual difficulties, ignore syntactic and structural 
problems, overlook logical fallacies, and rationalize glaring non sequiturs. 
A more critical appraisal reveals that this story is very different from its 
counterpart in chapter 12. In fact, its outcome is almost the direct oppo- 
site of that of the Nathan story, gaining much of its effect from its clever 
parody of the contours of the previous story.°? 


Willey analyzes the Tekoite woman’s speech. In contrast with Nathan's very 
clear speech, the woman's speech is filled with grammatical and syntactical 
problems. In spite of this, David grants Joab’s request. Willey believes that 
the woman from Tekoa has not convinced David but rather has shrewdly 
manipulated him: 


[Her speech] makes certain veiled allusions for the king who has ears to 
hear them. On one level there are her frequent references to sin and guilt, 
coupled with her elaborate praise of the goodness and wisdom of the king, 
which neither he nor we, knowing his story, can swallow without chok- 
ing. These references which juxtapose hints of guilt with declarations of 
elaborate praise put the king in a very awkward psychic position, espe- 
cially since he does not yet know who sent the woman and whether or not 
she is in a position to know the damning details of his private life.>4 


David brings Absalom home, but because he has not really been con- 
vinced of the rightness of this action, he does not welcome Absalom. Absa- 
lom’s return later leads to his bid for the kingdom and his death. Willey asks: 


So where is the wisdom of the wise? In the very most positive sense pos- 
sible, the word hakamah [= hakamé, normally translated “wise”] can refer 
merely to the woman’s ability to coerce the king while keeping her own 
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self safe, perhaps not a small accomplishment considering the mortality 
rate around the king. But more likely the narrator addresses us ironically, 
playing a joke on us. By setting up a tale similar to the Nathan tale, the 
narrator raises our expectations for a similarly luminous outcome, but 
then fails splendidly to deliver. This importunate woman reads not as a 
second Nathan, come again to set things straight, but as a parody of his 
methods, fit for a king doomed to moral confusion.** 


Was the woman from Tekoa wise or merely shrewd? Was she compassionate 
or only concerned to protect her own interests? What was her motivation? 
Although we cannot be certain, Willey’s careful reading of the Hebrew gives 
considerable weight to her view. 


THE (TRULY) WISE WOMAN OF ABEL 


In 2 Samuel 20, the Benjaminite Sheba has revolted against David, and the 
northern tribes have joined him (2 Sam. 20:1-2). Joab and Abishai are lead- 
ing David’s forces against the walled city of Abel, where Sheba is staying 
(2 Sam. 20:14-15). Then a wise woman calls out to Joab that she does not 
want to see her city destroyed. Joab tells her he is not interested in razing the 
city, only in stopping Sheba. She tells Joab she will have his head thrown over 
the wall (2 Sam. 20:16-21). She convinces the people of the town that it is 
better to give up Sheba than lose the whole town, so they kill him, throw his 
head over, and Joab returns to Jerusalem (2 Sam. 20:22). 

Claudia Camp believes that the stories of the women of Tekoa and Abel pro- 
vide evidence for a regular role of women, at least during the early part of the 
monarchy. She notes further that “[a]lthough the increasing political encroach- 
ment of the monarchy may have undercut the wider power of the village wise 
women, it is unlikely, however, to have eliminated their authority among their 
own people. Rather, the interests of the male court historians became focused 
more on urban life and male leaders than on life in rural communities.” 36 


CONCLUSIONS 


It is ironic that this chapter begins with Hannah, whose beautiful prayer 
praises God for empowering the weak and striking down the mighty. She 
sings of God’s strengthening the king and exalting the anointed one. In the 
stories that follow, we see the failure of kingly power to break “the bows of 
the mighty” or help “the feeble gird on strength” (1 Sam. 2:4). Power changes 
hands, but the women most closely associated with kings Saul and David do 
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not fare well. Weak already because of their gender, for the most part they 
lose what little power they have. 

Rizpah is a pawn in the struggle between Saul’s and David’s houses for the 
kingship. Her two sons are brutally murdered. Michal is silenced and left 
childless. Abigail has one son who plays no major role, and we hear no more 
about her. Bathsheba is possibly raped, and her first child dies as punishment 
for David’s sin; her son Solomon will become king; we will hear more of her 
in the role of queen mother in the next chapter of this book. Tamar is raped 
by her half-brother Amnon; David is irritated, but does nothing. The women 
of Endor, Tekoa, and Abel fare better. They are apparently independent 
women, however, who are wise to the ways of the world and of kings. 

At the end of the book of Judges, the editor concludes, “In those days 
there was no king in Israel; all the people did what was right in their own 
eyes.” He is suggesting that the acquisition of a king would solve the prob- 
lems of wrongdoing. Perhaps we may call it progress that no stories as terri- 
ble as those in Judges are found in 1 and 2 Samuel or in the books of Kings. 
Nevertheless rape and murder continue and the voices of those like Deborah 
and Jael are no longer heard. The period of the reigns of Saul and David is 
not the golden age for women. 


DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 


1. Of all the women in the books of Samuel, with whom do you identify 
most? Why? 

2. Have you had experiences of oppression? If so, have your attempts to find 
a solution been understood by others, as Hannah's prayer was by Eli? 

3. What do you think about psychic phenomenon? Can the spirits of the 
dead be brought back by mediums? 

4. Could Michal have found a more effective way to let David know that 
her feelings mattered? Would anything she said or anything she did 
result in the same silencing? 

5. Did Abigail really need to be so oily in her praise of David to achieve 
her ends? 

6. Was Abigail the “good wife” in terms of her relationship with Nabal? 
Why or why not? 

7. How do you think Bathsheba felt when she discovered why she had 
been called to the palace? How do you think she felt about having her 
husband murdered and then becoming David’s wife? 

. What do you think of the woman from Tekoa? 

9. What modern-day women are like the wise woman of Abel? 


(oe) 


7 
The Women in 1 and 2 Kings 


In the books of Kings we meet Abishag, old King David’s “attendant.” 
Bathsheba plays a continuing role as queen mother during Solomon's reign. 
Solomon follows in his father’s footsteps in his weakness for women, 
although very little is known about his wives and concubines. We learn of 
Solomon’s wisdom in discerning which of the two harlots who have come to 
him is the true mother of a child. We also read about the meeting between 
Solomon and the queen of Sheba. We find the stories of Queen Jezebel and 
Queen Athaliah. We meet the two cannibal mothers whose dilemma shocks 
King Jehoram of Israel. 

In addition to these stories of women related to royalty, stories of several 
women associated with Elijah and Elisha are told: the widow of Zarephath, 
whom Elijah befriends; a woman whom Elisha helps; the Shunammite woman 
who befriends Elisha; and finally, the prophetess Huldah. 


ABISHAG 


When David is very old, he cannot get warm, so a young, beautiful girl is 
sought to be his attendant and to lie with him (1 Kgs. 1:1-2). Abishag the 
Shunammite is found and brought to King David. She becomes his atten- 
dant but does not have sexual relations with him (1 Kgs. 1:3-4). We may 
think this strange, but Gandhi did the same thing. 

When David dies, Solomon becomes king. Adonijah (David’s son by 
Haggith) asks Bathsheba to get permission from Solomon for him to marry 
Abishag (1 Kgs. 2:13—17). Bathsheba agrees, but Solomon sees the request as 
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tantamount to a coup d'état and refuses (1 Kgs. 2:18-23). He also decides to 
have Adonijah killed (1 Kgs. 2:24-25). 

This story is reminiscent of Ishbaal’s complaint against Abner for taking up 
with Saul’s concubine Rizpah (2 Sam. 3:7—11). It was not explicit in that story 
that the concern was about power grabbing. Here the issue is more explicit. 
Solomon has reason to be concerned about Adonijah (cf. 1 Kgs. 1:5—10; see 
also below). Adonijah’s request certainly provides a pretext to have a possible 
throne claimant removed. As usual, Abishag’s feelings are not an issue. We do 
not know what becomes of her after this episode. We hear of her no more. 


BATHSHEBA, THE QUEEN MOTHER 


Before David’s death, Adonijah attempts to have himself crowned as king 
(1 Kgs. 1:5-10). The prophet Nathan hears about it and goes to Bathsheba 
with the news. He advises her to tell David; then Nathan will confirm her 
report (1 Kgs. 1:11-14). They follow the plan (1 Kgs. 1:15-27). David 
immediately acts to ensure that Solomon becomes king (1 Kgs. 1:28-49). 

The second incident involving Bathsheba has been discussed above in 
relation to Abishag. What is surprising about this incident is Bathsheba’s 
willingness to ask Solomon for a favor for Adonijah, who had very nearly 
wrested the kingship from Solomon. 

Adele Berlin explores the question of why Bathsheba agrees to make Adoni- 
jah’s request of Solomon. She suggests that Bathsheba is naive but quickly dis- 
misses this possibility as inconsistent with the experienced Bathsheba. Berlin’s 
alternative explanation is that Bathsheba is really hateful. She wants to get 
Adonijah out of the way. She knows that Solomon will react negatively to the 
request. Thus she sets up the situation in which he will be killed.! 

Berlin also speculates that Bathsheba may be a little jealous of Abishag 
and not want Solomon to have her. Having Abishag in the middle of a trou- 
blesome situation could be helpful to Bathsheba. Berlin concludes: “Bath- 
sheba’s part in the story ends here, but, no matter what motivated her, it is 
clear that she is a full-fledged character, important to the plot but with feel- 
ings and reactions developed beyond the needs of the plot. There is a differ- 
ent literary use of Bathsheba here from the one in 2 Samuel 11; there she was 
an agent, here she is a character.”* Perhaps Bathsheba was putting Adonijah 
under obligation to her, playing a game of power politics. In any case, these 
episodes involving Bathsheba as queen mother show that she was thought to 
have a lot of influence with both King David and King Solomon. Her influ- 
ence with David was perhaps personal. She was not his first wife or the 
mother of his first child. She was, however, apparently his favorite, since her 
son was his choice for successor. Whether her influence with Solomon was 
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personal or institutional is harder to say, although Solomon certainly owed 
much to her for her role in his becoming king. Bathsheba’s story begins sadly, 
possibly with rape, and with a murdered husband. She apparently makes the 
best of what begins very badly. She more than survives; she thrives. 


THE WIVES AND CONCUBINES OF SOLOMON 


In 1 Kings 3:1 we learn of Solomon’s marriage alliance with Pharaoh, the king 
of Egypt, and his marriage to Pharaoh's daughter. The marriage is reported, 
with nothing unusual noted in the arrangement. As Renita Weems points out, 
modern racial prejudice is unknown in the Bible.’ The marriage was more 
likely to have raised Solomon's social status than to have lowered it.4 

Unfortunately, from the perspective of the narrative, King Solomon has 
his father’s weakness for women. First Kings 11:1—3 reports that Solomon 
loved many foreign women. These include seven hundred princesses and 
three hundred concubines. In his later years, they reportedly turn his heart to 
the worship of Astarte, Milcom, Chemosh, and Molech. Beyond this, we 
know nothing of these women. 


TWO UNNAMED HARLOTS 


In 1 Kings 3:16-28 we find the famous, possibly fictional, very strange story 
of two harlots that sounds like an urban legend. Each has recently had a baby, 
but one has lost her child. She accidentally lay on it while sleeping, and the 
child died. Each harlot claims that the living infant is hers (1 Kgs. 3:16-18). 
The women seek King Solomon's assistance. Each presents her side of the 
story (1 Kgs. 3:19-22). Solomon suggests that the living child be divided in 
half and that each mother receive half. The mother of the living baby 
protests, preferring to see her child live with another mother than die. The 
mother of the dead infant is ready to accept the decision (1 Kgs. 3:23—26). 
Solomon then orders the child to be given to its mother, and he is praised for 
his wisdom (1 Kgs. 3:27-28). 

The woman who is ready to let Solomon kill the baby rather than give it 
up is a very strange character. At first she fights for the baby; then when it 
appears that will be denied her, she becomes vindictive, not wanting the true 
mother to have the child if she cant have the baby herself. Is her crazed 
behavior a result of postpartum depression combined with grief over the loss 
of her own baby? Solomon’s wisdom discerns the true mother, but for the 
modern reader this wisdom is overshadowed by the psychological condition 
of the bereft mother, if indeed the story can be believed. 
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Esther Fuchs reads the story ideologically: 


The motif of motherhood in the biblical narrative seems to be closely 
associated with the motif of female rivalry. The mother-harlot who steals 
her roommate’s son away and encourages the king to kill him acts on the 
same motivation that drove Sarah to drive out Hagar and her son Ishmael 
(Gen 21:9-10). . . . By perpetuating the theme of woman’s mutual rivalry, 
especially in a reproductive context, the narrative implies that sisterhood 
is a precarious alternative to the patriarchal system.’ 


But the two women who apparently live together and perhaps shared 
babysitting responsibilities are very much part of the patriarchal system. 
Their banding together is not an alternative to patriarchy, but a subset of it. 

Claudia Camp sees the story in the light of Solomon’s renowned wisdom. 
She writes: 


In Proverbs, the task of the sage is to discern one female figure—Woman 
Wisdom, who brings social order—from another who is portrayed in 
often similar terms, Woman Stranger or Folly, the promiscuous purveyor 
of social chaos. Significantly, these “women” are known by their speech: 
Wisdom’s “mouth will utter truth” (Prov. 8:7), while the seductive Stranger’s 
lips “drip honey and her speech is smoother than oil” (Prov. 5:3). Female 
sexuality that exists outside of male control functions as a metaphor for 
deceitful speech, and the character of the “harlot” thus poses the ultimate 
test of kingly wisdom. Solomon demonstrates his ability to bring social 
order by dividing from the chaos of female sexuality before him the “true 
speech” of the mother, the woman whose sexuality is controlled and thus 
acceptable.° 


Camp is correct in seeing this story as functioning to highlight Solomon's 
wisdom. However, it is hard to understand how the sexuality of one of the 
harlots is controlled and therefore acceptable. They are both harlots and both 
mothers. Solomon’s wisdom is in discerning which of the two women is 
telling the truth. The story does use the stereotype of bickering women to 
showcase Solomon’s wisdom, and thus leaves modern readers with the same 
kind of discomfort we feel when someone tells a racially insensitive joke. 


THE QUEEN OF SHEBA 


Like Cleopatra, the Queen of Sheba is a spectacularly colorful woman. Her 
story is found in 1 Kings 10:1—13. She is very rich and comes from a distant 
country to see Solomon and test him with hard questions or riddles to see 
whether the reports she has heard of his wealth and wisdom are really true 
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(1 Kgs. 10:1-5). She learns that the reality surpasses the reports and gives 
Solomon many precious gifts (1 Kgs. 10:6-10). Solomon in turn gives to her 
“every desire that she expressed, as well as what he gave her out of Solomon's 
royal bounty” (1 Kgs. 10:13). Her story is included in the Bible to impress 
upon the readers how rich and wise Solomon is. Ifa great and very rich queen 
would travel many miles to meet Solomon, then Solomon is surely an impres- 
sive man. 

Camp sees the Queen of Sheba as “Woman Wisdom,” who comes to test 
Solomon's wisdom. He passes the test. However, Camp believes that 


this tale of verbal sparring only partly conceals an erotic subtext. The con- 
test between Solomon and the queen is framed as a language game: a rid- 
dle match that Solomon wins, as he had solved the prostitutes’ dilemma, 
by discerning the truth in the midst of trickery. While the narrative speaks 
of Solomon's victory of wits, however, later tradition will elaborate on its 
unspoken possibility of sexual relationship between the wise king and the 
foreign queen. In the foreground is the power of wisdom; in the back- 
ground, a seductive strangeness that can be suppressed but not eliminated.” 


We are fascinated with this rich queen who travels freely and interacts 
with Solomon as an equal. The most intriguing and difficult question about 
her is the location of her homeland. Where is Sheba? The Ethiopians and the 
Muslims claim her, both with some evidence to support their claims. 

Most biblical scholars incline toward South Arabia on linguistic grounds, 
but African American New Testament scholar Cain Felder argues that the 
evidence is not conclusive. He believes that racial bias has tipped the balance 
toward South Arabia.’ In favor of African provenance is the witness of 
the ancient historian Josephus, who calls the Queen of Sheba “the queen of 
Egypt and Ethiopia.” 

South Arabia and Ethiopia were separated by only a narrow body of water. 
The South Arabians and the Ethiopians interacted culturally on a regular 
basis. Ethnically they were closely related.!° We think of Africans and Arabs 
as very different, but they can be overlapping identities. If the Queen of 
Sheba was indeed a historical person and not just a legend, whether African 
or South Arabian, she was probably what we today would call black." 


JEZEBEL 


Jezebel is the best-known Israelite queen. We don’t know much about most 
Israelite queens—for example, how many others were foreign—but Jezebel 
stands out both because of the strength of her personality and her unwilling- 
ness to subordinate her religious traditions to those of her husband. She lived 
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in a time of religious ferment that culminated in the victory of those who 
believed in strict Yahwistic monotheism. They are the ones who tell her story, 
not surprisingly with little sympathy for her convictions. 

With Jezebel we hit the nadir of biblical women, at least from the perspec- 
tive of the biblical narrator. We also confront the biblical character who vies 
with Eve for the position of most negative biblical female. To this day the epi- 
thet “Jezebel” is applied to women who are thought to wear too much makeup 
or jewelry, or sexually provocative clothing. Tina Pippin took an informal sur- 
vey of college students, artists, and church members in her Southern context 
and generated the following list of phrases descriptive of Jezebel: 


everything negative; wicked; scheming; whore; cheap harlot; either 
promiscuous or a complete whore; female form of gigolo; the name has 
seductive connotations; biblical queen; wife of Ahab; gave her husband 
bad advice; evil and treacherous; two-faced; one who seduces men and 
leads them to destruction; a woman who gets around; not ashamed; 
bimbo; I didn’t know what it meant until my roommate called me this; 
someone who is wild, free, and comfortable with her sexuality; uninhib- 
ited, some might say slutty; a beautiful name; a Southern belle with a 
mind and will and sex drive who is damned for not fitting the stereotype 
of a helpless, frigid woman; Scarlett O’Hara; Bette Davis in the red hoop 
dress in the 1938 film; condescending term used for African American 
women in the time of slavery; Gene loves Jezebel; you're a jezebel, a flirty 
girl, light, flighty, aloof or dirty slut; free spirit, happy, cute, very femi- 
nine; always a lady (but not always nice); slinky, powerful; ambitious; cal- 
culating; ruthless, eaten by dogs; taking pleasure from material things; 
self-centered; decorated woman; painted face; Cosmo clothes; sensual; 
she has been given a ‘bad rep’ by many scholars and people; she is famous 
for her badness; vamp, vampire, temptress, femme fatale, siren, witch—a 
woman who takes or ruins the life of another. !? 


Jezebel’s story is told in 1 Kings 16:31; 18:13; 19:1-2; 21; and in 2 Kings 
9:30-37. Except for 1 Kings 21, the story of Naboth’s vineyard, and Jezebel’s 
death description in 2 Kings 9:30-37, only a few verses are devoted to her. 
Yet these verses, especially combined with the tale of Naboth’s vineyard, sug- 
gest a very terrible person. 

The first mention of Jezebel is in 1 Kings 16:31, where we are told that 
King Ahab has married Jezebel, daughter of King Ethbaal of the Sidonians. 
As a result of this marriage, Ahab begins to worship Baal. In 1 Kings 18:13, 
Obadiah alludes to Jezebel’s killing the prophets of the Lord. 

Next is the famous contest between the God of Israel and Baal and Asherah. 
Baal and Asherah are silent, but the Lord sends fire to consume the sacrifice. 
Then Elijah kills all 850 of the pagan priests (1 Kgs. 18). When Jezebel hears 
about this, she vows to make Elijah’s life like theirs (1 Kgs. 19:1-2). 
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Up to this point, Jezebel is portrayed as a strong woman. She is locked in 
a very serious battle with Elijah over whose religion will prevail. Mutual tol- 
erance is not a possibility for either of them. Both are committed to a battle 
to the death. Although we may retrospectively prefer Elijah’s God to 
Jezebel’s, Elijah and Jezebel use the same means to accomplish their identical 
ends. Both are intent on wiping out the other's religion. Their lack of toler- 
ance puts them both at odds with modern Western values. 

The next episode of which Jezebel is a prominent actor is different. The 
story of Naboth’s vineyard in 1 Kings 21 involves murder for land. Ahab 
wants Naboth’s vineyard, but Naboth will not sell, because the land is part of 
his ancestral inheritance (1 Kgs. 21:1-3). 

Ahab pouts (1 Kgs. 21:4), and when Jezebel asks him why (1 Kgs. 21:5), he 
tells her (1 Kgs. 21:6). Taking matters into her own hands (1 Kgs. 21:7), she 
writes letters in Ahab’s name and sends them to the elders and nobles (1 Kgs. 
21:8). She tells them to proclaim a fast and seat Naboth at the head of the 
assembly between two scoundrels. They are to accuse him of cursing God and 
then stone him to death, based on this fabricated charge (1 Kgs. 21:9-10). 

The nobles and elders follow her orders (1 Kgs. 21:11-13) and report 
back to her (1 Kgs. 21:14). Then Jezebel tells Ahab to take the vineyard, 
because Naboth is now dead (1 Kgs. 21:15). Ahab does as she tells him 
(1 Kgs. 21:16). 

Although this story is not pretty, it is no worse than what David does 
to Uriah when Bathsheba becomes pregnant, or for that matter what Jael 
does to Sisera (especially from a Canaanite perspective). Jezebel is not a 
model of morality, but she does not deserve to be the symbol of evil that 
she has become. Of the most disturbing aspect of Jezebel’s story to modern 
readers, Camp writes: “Her brutal response to Naboth’s refusal to sell his 
vineyard may be understood from her point of view as an appropriate royal 
response to insubordination, in contrast to Ahab’s unconscionable weakness 
as a leader.” 13 

Alternately, Judith McKinlay wonders whether Jezebel has been framed: 


Reading the penned role of Jezebel in the Naboth tale, and drawing on 
the analyses of postcolonial criticism, has led me to ask sharp questions. . . 
of the very ‘itinerary of silencing’. For while in the text Jezebel does 
indeed speak, the words put in her mouth may well have been part of the 
mechanics of silencing an historical Jezebel. . . . as the ventriloquist’s 
dummy, she now mouths a part by which, as Phoenician, she will be 
remembered by generations of biblical readers as the evil foreign murder- 
ing queen, not only involved in the theft of Israelite land, but finally 
responsible for the downfall of her Israelite husband’s dynasty. If this is so, 
then I am reading the deliberate polemic of a religio-political movement 
within Israel or Judah or Yehud.! 
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The final story involving Jezebel is the notice of her gruesome death in 
2 Kings 9:30-37. After Ahab’s death and the death of Ahab and Jezebel’s son, 
King Ahaziah, who had fallen through a window (2 Kgs. 1:2), Ahaziah’s 
brother Jehoram (or Joram) becomes king of Israel. Jehu is anointed king of 
Israel by the prophet Elisha while Jehoram is still on the throne. Jehu kills 
King Jehoram (as well as King Ahaziah of Judah, not to be confused with 
Ahaziah, the former king of Israel) and then comes to see Jezebel. Expecting 
Jehu’s visit, she paints her eyes, adorns her head, and looks out of her window 
(2 Kgs. 9:30). When she sees Jehu, she cries out, “Is it peace, Zimri, murderer 
of your master?” The question is rhetorical. She knows that Jehu has just 
been responsible for the death of her son. 

By calling Jehu “Zimri,” she recalls Zimri’s murder of King Elah and 
usurpation of the throne. More important, she recalls Zimri’s reign, which 
lasted only seven days (1 Kgs. 16:8-16). In so doing, she pronounces Jehu a 
usurper and predicts that his reign will be short. She is mostly wrong. Jehu is 
a descendant of David, though not a descendant of Ahab, and his reign lasts 
for twenty-eight years. Nevertheless she goes down fighting. Camp reflects 
that Jezebel shows remarkable strength, pride, and defiance, putting on her 
best clothes to meet her death, traits that modern readers would not question 
if the actor were a man.!> Next, Jehu asks who is on his side. A few eunuchs 
look out of the window (2 Kgs. 9:32). He orders them to throw Jezebel 
down, and they proceed to follow his orders. Her blood spatters on the wall 
and on the horses who trample her (2 Kgs. 9:33). Eleanor Ferris Beach, in a 
scholarly based, but fictive retelling of Jezebel’s story based on the common 
ancient Near Eastern image of the woman at the window, suggests that the 
biblical report of Jezebel’s death is false.!° 

In the biblical story, after eating and drinking, Jehu orders that Jezebel be 
buried because she is a king’s daughter. However, there is nothing left of her 
but skull and palms and feet (2 Kgs. 9:34-35). Upon hearing this, Jehu says: 
“This is the word of the Lorp, which he spoke by his servant Elijah the Tish- 
bite, ‘In the territory of Jezreel the dogs shall eat the flesh of Jezebel [cf. 
1 Kgs. 21:34]; the corpse of Jezebel shall be like dung on the field in the ter- 
ritory of Jezreel, so that no one can say, This is Jezebel’” (2 Kgs. 9:36-37). 

Denise Carmody writes: 


Jezebel finally came to a bad end, her flesh eaten by dogs. . . . In the sight 
of the biblical authors, her death was simple justice, as it was simple jus- 
tice for priests of the false foreign gods to be slain. How much in these sto- 
ries is genuine history and how much parable is hard to say. Jezebel died, 
though, as she had lived, a robust hater, and the biblical authors especially 
stigmatized her because she was a foreigner and a woman. Under both 
headings, they saw her a seducer. By the time the Deuteronomistic history 
entered the biblical canon Israel was trying to reconstitute its national life 
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after return from exile. Foreign elements seemed to threaten its historic 
relationship with God, so the reformers Ezra and Nehemiah proscribed 
marriage with foreigners. Jezebel, like the foreign wives of Solomon, made 
useful propaganda. Representing femininity turning all its wiles against 
God and luring Ahab (her obvious inferior in intelligence and will) to his 
doom, Jezebel encapsulated in one word the worst scenario the reformers 
could envision. Thus, she greatly helped their cause.!” 


Jezebel is popularly thought of as a whore, but nothing in her story sug- 
gests that this was her sin. In 2 Kings 9:22, Jehu asks the sitting king of Israel, 
Jehoram, before he kills him, “What peace can there be, so long as the many 
whoredoms and sorceries of your mother Jezebel continue?” He is speaking 
metaphorically rather than literally, however. Nevertheless, this question, 
combined with the makeup Jezebel puts on before her death, has won for her 
a symbolism that continues to this day to wield a powerful negative influence 
on women. 


ATHALIAH 


In 2 Kings 11 is the story of the only woman who reigned as queen in her own 
right in Israel. She is the daughter of Jezebel and Ahab according to 2 Kings 
8:18, but according to 2 Kings 8:26, Omri, Ahab’s father, is Athaliah’s father, 
although translations often call her his granddaughter. She marries King 
Joram (or Jehoram) of Judah, not to be confused with her brother of the same 
name who reigned in Israel. After the death of her son Ahaziah, the king of 
Judah (again not to be confused with her brother of the same name who once 
ruled Israel), at the hand of Jehu, Athaliah sets about killing the entire royal 
family (2 Kgs. 11:1). One young prince, Joash, is saved (2 Kgs. 11:2). He is 
hidden for six years while Athaliah is queen (2 Kgs. 11:3). In the seventh year 
of her reign, the priest Jehoiada has Joash crowned king (2 Kgs. 11:4—12). 
Athaliah is killed (2 Kgs. 11:13-16). That is all that is known about her. 

Athaliah worships Canaanite gods, as did her mother, Jezebel, and as did 
many in Israel and Judah, alongside the Hebrew God, according to recent 
scholarship. After Athaliah’s death, the priest Jehoiada makes a covenant with 
the people to worship the Lord. They tear down the temple of Baal and kill 
the priest. The people rejoice and the city is quiet (2 Kgs. 11:17—20). 

Although the biblical narrators lead the reader to see Athaliah as an evil 
usurper, Claudia Camp views Athaliah in a more sympathetic light: 


Although Athaliah’s ruthlessness is shocking, her political position must 
be considered. Her power and position derived from two sources, her 
royal family in Israel and her status as queen mother in Judah. With the 
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death of Jezebel and the rest of her blood kin, as well as that of her ruling 
son, she was suddenly cut off not only from her power bases but also from 
any means of retreat or escape. Like her mother, she responded with 
power rather than surrender. The complexity of the political situation is 
worth noting. On the one hand, Athaliah considered herself greatly 
threatened; on the other, she could not have then ruled for six years with- 
out support. Backing for the new female ruler would have come from the 
Jerusalem-based politicians who had promoted the Judean-Israelite 
alliance symbolized by Athaliah’s marriage to Jehoram. The threat proba- 
bly came from the so-called “people of the land.” These were Judean 
nationalists, opposed to the alliance with the North. They are also adher- 
ents of exclusive Yahweh worship, appalled at Athaliah’s religious prac- 
tices, and thus later at Jehoiada’s disposal.!8 


THE TWO CANNIBAL MOTHERS 


Backtracking chronologically, in 2 Kings 6:26-31, during the siege of 
Samaria, the capital of Israel, by the Arameans, a woman approaches King 
Jehoram of Israel with a story that is reminiscent of the story the two prosti- 
tutes presented to Solomon, another urban legend. Two women had made an 
agreement. First they would kill and eat one woman's son, and the next day 
they would kill and eat the other. The first woman’s son had been killed and 
eaten, but the second woman had hidden her son. The first woman asked the 
king’s assistance. The king tore his clothes, revealing sackcloth beneath. Laying 
the guilt on Elisha because of a previous act of mercy that Jehoram believed 
was responsible for Samaria’s predicament, the king then declared, “So may 
God do to me, and more, if the head of Elisha son of Shaphat stays on his 
shoulders today.” Commenting on this sad tale and comparing it with the 
story of the two prostitutes, Camp writes: [I]n spite of the magnitude of her 
loss, we feel nothing but horror. Eat her child so she could survive! How could 
she! Our expectations of self-sacrificing motherhood, which so win us to the 
real mother in Solomon’s case, turn us against the cannibal mother here.” 1? 

Another response to this story comes from Laurel Lanner, who empathizes 
with the cannibal mother who has been brought low by circumstances. She 
writes of a woman in her own New Zealand context who in 1997 killed her 
own baby. Although this woman did not eat her child, Lanner sees a parallel 
between the women. Lanner asks: 


What can be done with a text like 2 Kgs 6:24—7.20? . . . Can we dismiss 
the influence of the story of the cannibal mother upon the judgment of 
the mother in Aotaeroa/New Zealand, even separated so radically by time, 
space and culture? I think not. Obviously, the Bible, and how it has been 
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read, is embedded in many of our cultures. I suggest that this short 
episode cannot be passed over as an obscure and abject textual moment 
without consequence. While it may not be as well known as the story of 
Eve and Adam, the mother’s story has no less potential power to influence 
and adds another negative image in the cumulative picture of women in 
the Bible.?° 


There have been quite a few stories of mothers killing their young children 
in the United States in the last few years, no doubt reflecting the stress and 
hardship of the role. Without more evidence, it seems unlikely that these 
women or the one in New Zealand were influenced by an obscure biblical 
story. However, these modern stories do have something in common with the 
ancient one. Under extreme duress, even mothers can be driven to kill their 
children. The perennial fascination with such horror stories suggests not so 
much a simple negative image of women as a deep concern that fundamental 
traditional feminine values such as women’s nurturing roles may be at risk. 


THE WIDOW OF ZAREPHATH 


We turn now to three stories of a different kind, in which Elijah and Elisha 
interact with women. In 1 Kings 17:8-24, we meet the poor widow of 
Zarephath who feeds Elijah. He in turn performs miracles on her behalf. 
God tells Elijah to go to Zarephath to live, because he has asked a certain 
widow there to feed Elijah (1 Kgs. 17:8-9). Elijah does as told and finds a 
woman gathering sticks at the city gates. He asks her for water, but before she 
has a chance to get it, he asks her for something to eat (1 Kgs. 17:10-11). She 
tells him that all she has is enough meal and oil to make one last meal for her 
son and her before they die. She is gathering sticks for the fire, even as they 
speak (1 Kgs. 17:12). 

Elijah asks her to make him a little cake first and then make one for her 
son and herself. Then he tells her that her jar of meal and flask of oil will not 
run out until God sends more rain (1 Kgs. 17:13-14). She does as he asks 
her. The jar and the flask remain full for many days (1 Kgs. 17:15-16). 

Then her son becomes so ill that he isn’t breathing. She remonstrates with 
Elijah, saying, “What have you against me, O man of God? You have come 
to me to bring my sin to remembrance, and to cause the death of my son!” 
(1 Kgs. 17:17-18). Elijah takes the boy to the upper chamber. He lays him 
on his bed and prays to God. He stretches himself out over the child three 
times and prays some more (1 Kgs. 17:19-21). God hears Elijah’s prayer 
and revives the child (1 Kgs. 17:22). Then Elijah takes him downstairs and 
presents him to his mother, who exclaims, “Now I know that you are a man 
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of God, and that the word of the LORD in your mouth is truth” (1 Kgs. 
17:23-24). 

This last exclamation is the reason the story is included in the Bible. We 
are interested, however, in the story in part because of what it may tell us 
about widows. Paula Hiebert analyzes the economic situation of biblical wid- 
ows.?! She notes that widows are often classed with orphans and sojourners 
as the most vulnerable members of Israelite society. Widows are defined dif- 
ferently in Hebrew society from the way they are defined in modern Western 
society, however. According to Hiebert, a biblical widow is a woman whose 
husband is dead and who has no living sons to support her.”* Although the 
widow of Zarephath has a son, he is too young to support her, so she still fits 
the definition. 

According to the story, a drought is making life difficult for the widow of 
Zarephath and her son. As a result, she believes they are about to eat their last 
meal and then die of starvation. Presumably their situation is worse than that 
of their fellow Israelites, who also must experience the effects of the drought. 
They can weather it better, however, because of more resources and larger 
reserves. 

Jopie Siebert-Hommes points out that the widow in this story and Jezebel 
are both Sidonians. However, the two figures are presented in stark contrast 
with each other. The widow of Zarephath feeds Elijah, but Jezebel takes care 
of the prophets of Baal and Asherah and annihilates the prophets of the Lord. 
The widow pronounces that Elijah is a man of God, while Jezebel says no 
such thing and tries to kill him. The widow’s son falls ill, and Elijah performs 
a miracle in an upper room to raise him from the dead. In contrast, Jezebel’s 
son Ahaziah reportedly falls from an upper room to his death, and Elijah 
does not intervene. Rather he announces that Ahaziah will die.” 


AN UNNAMED WIDOW 


Another widow gets Elisha’s help (2 Kgs. 4:1-7). This woman is desperate 
because her creditors are about to take her two children as slaves (2 Kgs. 4:1). 
Elisha performs a miracle similar to Elijah’s miracle for the widow of Zare- 
phath. He asks her what she has in the house. She answers that she has only 
a jar of oil. He tells her to get as many jars as she can from neighbors and 
pour oil into them (2 Kgs. 4:2—4). The oil keeps flowing, until she runs out 
of jars (2 Kgs. 4:5—6). Elisha then tells her to sell the oil to pay her debts, and 
live on what is left over (2 Kgs. 4:7). Again, the historicity of the story is 
questionable. The picture it paints, however, of a poor widow desperate over 
the possible loss of her children to slavery is quite plausible. 
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Johanna van Wijk-Bos suggests that this woman may have been a disciple 
of Elisha’s. Instead of the usual translation of “wife of a member of the com- 
pany of prophets” (NRSV) or the like, she translates, “a certain woman from 
the women among the prophet’ disciples”? The Hebrew reads literally “a 
woman (or wife) from the women (or wives) of the sons of the prophets” 
(we issa’ahat minnesé bené hannebi’im). If the meaning was a wife of a mem- 
ber, we might rather expect to find “a woman (or wife) of a son of the 
prophets” or “a woman (or wife) of a man of the sons of the prophets.” Van 
Wijk-Bos writes, “Since female prophets are mentioned four times in the 
Hebrew Bible, the disciples of Elisha may well have included women.””° 

In reflecting on the story, van Wijk-Bos speaks of the woman's need to 
name her pain and express it. She suggests that modern feminists also need 
to give voice and name to their pain as a first step in changing it. As long 
as they rationalize that things are not so bad, that they themselves are better 
off than others or that crying out is “negative,” nothing constructive can 
happen.”° 

Van Wijk-Bos also notes that the Hebrew verb s‘g is more than a cry of 
pain. It implies a protest and a reproach; it is a cry of distress under oppres- 
sion. It implies Elisha’s responsibility toward her. What man of God will let 
one of his disciples (or disciples’ wives) starve??’ 

Elisha’s response is positive. He listens. Listening to cries of pain and 
protest is not easy. We have heard it before. We don't like to feel guilty again. 
But Elisha listens. Then he asks a question: “What shall I do for you?” 
He does not assume that he knows how to help. Next, he asks the widow 
what resources she has. Although she has only a jar of oil, that is the place 
where he starts. Change must begin where she is, with what little she has. 
Elisha is a prophet, not an administrator, a power broker, or a king. Those 
types are not likely to listen and discover a way to help. Elisha listens, asks 
questions, and uses the resources the woman has on hand to help her out of 
her predicament.”® He is like Hawkeye Pierce, the archetypal sensitive male 
character in the 1970s and 1980s television series M*A*S*H, portrayed by 
Alan Alda. 


THE SHUNAMMITE WOMAN 


In 2 Kings 4:8-37, we find the rather strange story of a wealthy married 
woman in the town of Shunem. She feeds and houses Elisha. This story has 
certain elements in common with the story of the widow of Zarephath and 
Elijah. One day when Elisha is passing through Shunem, the Shunammite 
woman urges him to have a meal. After that, whenever Elisha is in town, he 
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stops by (2 Kgs. 4:8). The woman suggests to her husband that they build a 
guest room for him (2 Kgs. 4:9-10). 

The next time Elisha comes, he goes up to his room and lies down. He 
calls his servant Gehazi and tells him to summon the Shunammite woman. 
He wants to do something for her. She comes but resists the idea of having a 
word spoken on her behalf to the king or the commander of the army. 
Gehazi suggests that she and her husband are old and have no son. So Elisha 
tells her that she will bear a son (2 Kgs. 4:11—-16). The prophecy is fulfilled. 

Years later when the child is out reaping with his father, he complains of a 
headache. His father sends him in to his mother, who nurses him until noon, 
when he dies (2 Kgs. 4:17—20). She then asks her husband to send a servant 
and one of the donkeys so she can go to Elisha. He says, however, that she 
should wait until the new moon or the Sabbath. Instead, she saddles the don- 
key herself and sets out (2 Kgs. 4:21-25). 

When Elisha sees her coming, he sends Gehazi to meet her. Gehazi asks 
how she and her family fare, and she tells him they are fine. When she reaches 
Elisha, however, she pours out the news (2 Kgs. 4:25-28). Elisha sends Gehazi 
with his staff to put on the child’s face. The Shunammite woman will not 
leave unless Elisha comes with her, so he does (2 Kgs. 4:29-30). 

Gehazi arrives first, puts the staff on the child’s face, but nothing happens. 
When Elisha arrives, he enters the room, closes the door, and prays to God. He 
lies on the child, mouth upon mouth, eyes upon eyes, hands upon hands, and 
the child begins to get warm (2 Kgs. 4:31-34). Elisha gets up and walks about. 
The child sneezes seven times and opens his eyes (2 Kgs. 4:35). Elisha sum- 
mons Gehazi and tells him to call the Shunammite woman. When she comes, 
he gives her back her son, and she bows low to the ground (2 Kgs. 4:36-37). 

The Shunammite woman is a strong character, her husband a weak one. 
We are nevertheless surprised at his lack of concern for his boy’s health. 
Elisha deals with the Shunammite woman primarily through his servant 
Gehazi. Whether this is simply easier or whether Elisha prefers maintaining 
distance from her, we cannot say. 

When she is in distress, however, she does not want to deal with Gehazi 
but prefers to deal directly with Elisha. She doesn’t believe that Gehazi will 
cure her son, even with Elisha’s staff, and she is right. She is persistent. As a 
result of that persistence, she gets what she wants. 

Fokkelien van Dijk Hemmes interprets this story using two different 
hermeneutic approaches, one that highlights the androcentric aspects of a 
story and one that is more optimistic and liberating. In the former approach, 
she notes that the Shunammite woman must become a mother, even though 
she has not stated any wish to be one; once she has a son and he becomes 
ill, she gratefully receives him back again once restored to life. On the other 
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hand, it is through the initiative and persistence of the Shunammite woman 
that Elisha proves himself to be a man of God.” Van Dijk-Hemmes suggests 
that this woman deserves a name and calls her Gedolah, the great one, which 
is what the Hebrew text calls her (2 Kgs. 4:8).°° 

Mary Shields suggests that in some ways the independence, competence, 
and initiative of the Shunammite woman subverts Elisha’s power, who 
mainly responds to her initiatives. On the other hand, the story still has a 
patriarchal feel. The woman is not named. In the end Elisha heals her child, 
and she bows low before him.?! 


HULDAH 


The last important woman in the books of Kings is the prophetess Huldah. 
Her brief literary life is recorded in 2 Kings 22:14-20. During King Josiah’s 
reign, the high priest Hilkiah finds the great book of the law, probably the 
core of the book of Deuteronomy (2 Kgs. 22:8). Hilkiah, Shaphan the secre- 
tary, and others consult with Huldah over the discovery. She is described as 
the wife of Shallum son of Tikvah, son of Harhas, keeper of the wardrobe. 
She lives in Jerusalem in the Second Quarter (2 Kgs. 22:14). When she 
examines the book, Huldah declares: 


“Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel: Tell the man who sent you to me, 
Thus says the Lorp, I will indeed bring disaster on this place and on its 
inhabitants—all the words of the book that the king of Judah has read. 
Because they have abandoned me and have made offerings to other gods, so 
that they have provoked me to anger with all the work of their hands, there- 
fore my wrath will be kindled against this place, and it will not be quenched. 
But as to the king of Judah, who sent you to inquire of the Lorb, thus shall 
you say to him, Thus says the Lorn, the God of Israel: Regarding the words 
that you have heard, because your heart was penitent, and you humbled 
yourself before the LORD, when you heard how I spoke against this place, 
and against its inhabitants, that they should become a desolation and a 
curse, and because you have torn your clothes and wept before me, I also 
have heard you, says the Lorp. Therefore, I will gather you to your ances- 
tors, and you shall be gathered to your grave in peace; your eyes shall not 
see all the disaster that I will bring on this place.” (2 Kgs. 22:15-20) 


Why Huldah was chosen to validate the book of the law, rather than Jere- 
miah, who may have been active at this time, is not clear. Some scholars 
do not believe that Jeremiah had received his call during Josiah’s reign. It is 
also possible that Jeremiah was active, but either not well known yet or not 
popular. Diana Edelman suggests that perhaps Huldah was a prophet of 
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Asherah rather than the Lord. Josiah might have feared that inquiring 
through a Yahwistic prophet like Jeremiah might have further upset the 
Lord, whose law—if it turned out to be genuine—the people would have 
been violating. Later the Deuteronomistic editors might have painted her in 
more appropriate colors for their narrative.** The discovery of the book of 
the law was very important. Josiah’s famous reform was based on it. It is 
intriguing to wonder whether Huldah may have prophesied much more than 
this one instance and whether many of her words have been lost to us. We 


wish that a book of Huldah had survived. 


CONCLUSIONS 


The books of Kings contain many more strong women than the books of 
Samuel. Jezebel and the Queen of Sheba stand out. Athaliah, the only 
Hebrew queen in her own right, is also a strong woman, although we know 
little of her. Huldah is a respected prophetess, whom we would like to know 
much more about. She must have been a strong woman to be a female 
prophet in such a society. Each in her own way, the women associated with 
Elijah and Elisha exhibit a quiet kind of strength. 

We do not find here the kinds of stories we found in Judges, where indi- 
vidual women are victimized by individual men. Nevertheless the stories of 
the two widows reveal the problems inherent in the patriarchal society that 
existed in ancient Israel. Although Jezebel is not victimized in the normal 
sense, her portrait is probably unfair. 

The period of Solomon’s reign and the aftermath was a religiously and 
politically chaotic time (especially after Solomon). Judging from the stories 
of women that were preserved, women were not as badly victimized as they 
were during David’s reign. Whether that is really true, or just a quirk of 
which stories were preserved, is hard to tell. However, if women fared worse 
under more centralized governments, and if Solomon’s administration was 
even more centralized than David’s, both of which seem likely, then it may 
well be that the appearance of less feminine victimization during Solomon's 
reign and the reigns that follow in the northern and southern kingdoms 
belies the historical reality. 


DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 


1. The name of Jezebel is emotionally charged. Does Jezebel deserve the 
bad press she has received? Why or why not? Can you think of anyone 
who is a modern-day Jezebel? 
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2. Compare contemporary widows with biblical ones. Which do you 
think fare better? 

3. The unnamed woman cried out to Elisha and told him her need. What 
social ills need to be named and voiced today? 

4. Fantasize about what kind of life, both personal and professional, the 
prophetess Huldah might have led. Who are the modern-day Huldahs? 


8 
The Women in the Prophets 


In chapter 3 we noted how difficult it is to determine the historical accuracy 
of the characters in Genesis and in the other historical books of the Bible. 
Factual and fictitious elements are interwoven so deftly that the line between 
fiction and nonfiction is often quite fuzzy. The ancient authors were far more 
interested in making theological points than in writing an objective history. 
The women characters in this chapter and in chapters 9 and 10 are in some 
cases pure fiction, for example, the important figures of Wisdom and Folly, 
whom we will consider in chapter 9. No such human beings ever existed. But 
that does not make these two characters any less worth our attention. While 
Wisdom and Folly are clearly fictional, the character Gomer, Hosea’s wife, 
may or may not have been a real human being. 

In all the prophetic books, the woman who stands out is Hosea’s wife, 
Gomer. Jeremiah does not marry, and Ezekiel’s wife dies suddenly. In addi- 
tion, a prophetess is mentioned in Isaiah 8:3, and an unnamed young woman 
is destined to bear the son Immanuel in Isaiah 7:14. Groups of women are 
condemned by various prophets, especially for their worship of goddesses.! 

Ella Pearson Mitchell and Henry Mitchell write: 


Perhaps the most telling evidence of Old Testament cultural bias against 
women ... is to be found in the resounding silence of most of the 
prophets. The treatment of women simply was not even an issue. Isaiah 
19:16 speaks figuratively of women, but they represent fear and cow- 
ardice, which is a put-down. Hosea’s wife, Gomer, is certainly no credit to 
her gender, and Zechariah’s female angels also represent evil (5:7—11). The 
preponderance of female figures is unmistakably evil.’ 
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In the prophets, a great deal of feminine imagery is used, much of it in neg- 
ative ways.’ Because our focus is on women’s stories, we will not consider this 
important material, with two exceptions. Ezekiel describes Samaria and 
Jerusalem as two sisters, whom he names Oholah and Oholibah. In Jeremiah 
and Second Isaiah (Isa. 40—55) the barren woman motif that we encountered 
in the stories of Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, and Hannah is reinterpreted, and 
Rachel and Sarah are reenvisioned. Following up on these reinterpretations, 
Jerusalem is portrayed as a mother in Third Isaiah (Isa. 56—66). 


GOMER 


Gomer’s story is found in Hosea 1-3.4 Whether she is historical or fictional 
is uncertain, but most scholars incline to the former opinion. In Hosea 1:2, 
Hosea is told by God to take a “wife (or woman) of whoredom” (eset 
zentinim). The term is unusual. It is different from the normal term for 
harlot (zona), although it is from the same Hebrew root. It probably means 
“loose or promiscuous woman” rather than “professional prostitute,” or 
even less likely “sacred prostitute.” Gomer as woman or wife of whoredom 
is intended to shock the audience, because wives were presumed not to be 
whorish; the outrageousness of Gomer is premised on an idealized, pedestal- 
ized theory of women, or at least wives. Hosea is given this strange order to 
marry a wife (or woman) of whoredom because “the land commits great 
whoredom by forsaking the Lord” (Hos. 1:2). Thus Hosea’s scandalous mar- 
ital situation is going to parallel and be a symbol of the spiritual situation of 
Israel. 

In Hosea 1:1-9, Gomer bears three children to Hosea: Jezreel (“God 
sows”), Lo-ruhamah (“Not loved”), and Lo-ammi (“Not my people”). The 
chapter ends on a note of hope, when God declares, “Yet the number of the 
people of Israel shall be like the sand of the sea, which can be neither meas- 
ured nor numbered; and in the place where it was said to them, “You are not 
my people,’ it shall be said to them, ‘Children of the living God’” (Hos. 1:10). 

At the beginning of Hosea 2, Lo-ruhamah has been renamed Ruhamah 
(“Loved”) and Lo-ammi, Ammi (“My people”). They are told to plead with 
their mother to put away her sexual promiscuity (Hos. 2:2). Otherwise, 
Hosea will “strip her naked” (Hos. 2:3). He will also build a wall around her, 
so that she cannot pursue her lovers (Hos. 2:6). He complains that she 
believes she receives her bread, water, wool, flax, oil, drink, silver, and gold 
from her lovers (Hos. 2:5, 8). He asserts that they come from him (Hos. 2:8). 

Subtly the imagery changes. It is now Israel that is being chastised for her 
activity with lovers, that is, the Baals: 
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I will punish her for the festival days of the Baals, 
when she offered incense to them 
and decked herself with her ring and jewelry, 
and went after her lovers, 
and forgot me, says the LORD. 
(Hos. 2:13) 


This chapter also ends on a note of hope. God says that he will allure 
Israel into the desert and speak tenderly to her. She will respond as in the 
days of her youth, when she came out of the land of Egypt (Hos. 2:15). God 
will love Lo-ruhamah. To Lo-ammi, God will say, “You are my people.” 
Ammi will respond, “You are my God” (Hos. 2:23). 

Hosea 3, consisting of only five verses, may be a variant version of the story. 
Gomer is not mentioned by name, but Hosea is told to “love a woman who has 
a lover and is an adulteress” (Hos. 3:1). So Hosea buys her (Hos. 3:2). He tells 
her she must stay with him and not engage in any sexual activity. This parallels 
Israel’s situation (Hos. 3:3). Israel is to remain many days without king or 
prince, sacrifice or pillar, ephod (some sort of cultic image) or teraphim 
(another type of cultic image) (Hos. 3:4). This chapter too ends on a positive 
note. Hosea says the Israelites shall return and seek the Lord and David their 
king. They shall come in awe to the Lord and to his goodness (Hos. 3:5). 

Many feminist biblical scholars have commented on the Hosea-Gomer 
material, but several are singled out as having especially important readings here. 
The first feminist perspective on Gomer that we will review comes from Drorah 
Setel.” She considers the relationship between the sexual imagery in Hosea and 
pornography. Setel defines pornography as having the following characteristics: 


(1) Female sexuality is depicted as negative in relationship to a positive 
and neutral male standard; (2) women are degraded and publicly humil- 
iated; and (3) female sexuality is portrayed as an object of male possession 
and control, which includes the depiction of women as analogous to 
nature in general and the land in particular, especially with regard to 
imagery of conquest and domination.® 


In contrast with the gender-neutral dictionary definition of pornography as 
eliciting sexual arousal, Setel defines the function of pornography as the 
“maintenance of male domination through the denial, or misnaming, of 
female experience.” 

Setel then describes biblical attitudes toward female sexuality. During the 
early history of Israel, there was a preoccupation with women’s reproduction 
capabilities. Later, during the early monarchical period, the all-male priest- 
hood expanded. With it, the ritual system of “clean” and “unclean” states was 
developed.'° 
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During much of women’s life-bearing cycle, they were “unclean.” This can 
be seen as an acknowledgment of their participation in divine power. It can 
also be understood as a male attempt to control female power!! and, we 
might add, as a reflection of male awe or fear. 

In addition, women’s sexual activity is defined passively. Marriage is a 
property relationship in which the man takes a woman. Adulterous relation- 
ships violate the husband’s property rights. Prostitution is tolerated, if not 
encouraged, as no man’s rights are violated. The institution also provided 
men access to women’s bodies. !? 

After consideration of the nature of pornography and of female sexuality 
in the Bible, Setel then turns to female sexual imagery in Hosea. She notes 
the implications of the representation of God as husband and the people as 
wife. First, marriage in ancient Israel was not an equal partnership. That God 
is represented by the husband and the people by the wife is no accident. 
Rather, it is a “reflection and reinforcement of cultural perceptions.”!’ God 
has the authority to control people, just as the husband has the power to con- 
trol his wife. 

In addition, “in a dualistic division between the divine (spiritual) and 
human (material) spheres of experience, men are categorized as belonging to 
the former, while women are assigned to the latter.”'4 God/Hosea is por- 
trayed positively, while Israel/Gomer is depicted negatively. Israel/Gomer 
strays. God/Hosea takes the initiative to create reconciliation. Israel/Gomer 
is the passive recipient of the grain, wine, oil, silver, gold, and so forth, that 
God/Hosea provides (Hos. 2:8-9; Heb., 2:10-11).!° 

This part of the imagery ignores woman’s normal role in processing the 
raw materials into palatable food and clothing. “The underlying implication 
is that males nurture females, a reversal of (at least certain aspects of) social 
reality.”!° Women’s positive roles in reproduction are also denied.!” 

Through all of these means Setel believes Hosea degrades women. Whether 
Setel’s definition of pornography should be accepted is debatable.!8 In addi- 
tion, whether Hosea’s intention was to degrade women is also questionable. His 
use of language certainly reflects ancient attitudes toward male and female 
roles. The final question Setel raises concerns the use of Hosea today: 


A central issue for contemporary religious feminists is the extent to which 
the use of these (and other) biblical writings continues to so define women 
in our own societies. The use of feminist theory gives us a framework in 
which to discuss that issue constructively. For some, understanding the 
historical setting of prophetic texts may provide a perspective of “moral 
realism” which allows them to be read as sacred writing. For others, the 
“pornographic” nature of female objectification may demand that such 
texts not be declared “the word of God” in a public setting. In discussing 
these issues we will certainly emerge with new questions and challenges as 
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well. As difficult as the process may seem, it is one that may allow us to 
redefine our relationship not only to the text but also to our own histories 
and communities in ways which fully acknowledge female experience.!” 


Renita Weems raises the issue of sexual violence in Hosea.” She writes: 


Hoseas ingenious use of the marriage metaphor to describe the nature of the 
YHWH and Israel's relationship provides special insight into divine-human 
relations. While it functions as a very effective literary device, it raises seri- 
ous hermeneutical problems for those who are concerned about biblical 
texts that may be interpreted as excusing violence against women. In the case 
of the Hebrew Scriptures, to the extent that divine retribution is based on 
the presumably sound theological notion that the deity has the right to pun- 
ish the people, the image of a husband physically retaliating against his wife 
becomes almost unavoidable, and his right to do so unquestionable.*! 


The sexual violence that Weems refers to occurs in Hosea 2: 


I will strip her naked 
and expose her as in the day she was born, 
and make her like a wilderness, 
and turn her into a parched land, 
and kill her with thirst. 
(Hos. 2:3) 


Therefore I will hedge up her way with thorns; 
and I will build a wall against her, 
so that she cannot find her paths. 
(Hos. 2:6) 


Therefore I will take back 
my grain in its time, 
and my wine in its season; 
and I will take away my wool and my flax, 


which were to cover her nakedness. 
(Hos. 2:9) 


Now I will uncover her shame 
in the sight of her lovers, 
and no one shall rescue her out of my hand. 
(Hos. 2:10) 


This threat of sexual violence functions in three ways. First, it is supposed 
to show the lengths to which Hosea is willing to go to get his wife back. Sec- 
ond, it makes the point that punishment precedes reconciliation. Third and 
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most important, “sexual violence functions as a poetic device to relate the 
punishment to the crime.”*” Hosea claims that Gomer adorned herself with 
vulgar jewelry that flaunts her promiscuity (Hos. 2:13; cf. 2:3). He then 
threatens to strip her, not just of her jewelry, but down to nakedness. Weems 
writes: “One cannot help but wonder if the implication is that had Gomer 
only taken off the brazen apparel as Hosea had first ordered, she could have 
been spared public stripping and humiliation. Jn other words, the punishment 
(public stripping) fits the crime (vulgar apparel). 

Weems recognizes the versatility and effectiveness of the marriage rela- 
tionship as a metaphor for the divine/human relationship. Nevertheless she 
asks, “Does the fact that the marriage metaphor is ‘only a metaphor and the 
motif of sexual violence ‘only a theme of the metaphor insulate them from 
serious theological scrutiny?” 

The risk begins when the metaphor works so well that we forget that it is 
only a metaphor and we disregard the dissimilarities. Then the husband 
becomes God, not just a representative of God in the imagery, and his phys- 
ical violence against his wife is permissible.?° 

All metaphors are limited. Each has strengths and weaknesses. The expe- 
rience of the hearer influences how a metaphor is heard. Those who have 
been displaced militarily will not be sympathetic with the image of God as 
the divine warrior in the conquest narratives of Joshua. Those who have 
experienced harsh reigns by dictator kings will not feel positive about the 
imagery of God as king. Women who have suffered from domestic violence 
will not find Hosea’s metaphor useful, in spite of its more positive aspects.*° 
Weems writes: “To the extent that in our modem culture there are no cir- 
cumstances under which physical punishment is acceptable in marriage, the 
violent measures Hosea takes to chastise Gomer (should) pose a problem for 
the modern hearer.”?” 

Gale Yee uses sociological criticism in her critique of the Hosea-Gomer 
material. She suggests that Hoseas concern is not primarily about the wor- 
ship of the Baals, but rather is a critique of the eighth-century Israelite elite’s 
economic and political oppression of the masses. In summary Yee writes: 


Hosea reacts against an oppressive mode of production, embodied in the 
cult of eighth-century Israel. This mode of production involved: (1) an 
intensive agribusiness producing grain, wine, and oil for export by the 
elite classes; (2) a volatile political situation coupled with a reckless for- 
eign policy; (3) an intertwining of cult, kingship, and priesthood with for- 
eign policy; and (4) an unpolemical monolatry whose male cultic 
veneration of Baal legitimated elite interests. Previous scholarship on 
Hosea 1-2 isolated Israelite cult from state interests and imagined licen- 
tious fertility cults of Baal that infected a pure Yahwism. In the rest of the 
book, however, Hosea’s “lovers” are the foreign nations (as in Jeremiah 
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and Ezekiel) with whom the elite are economically and politically entan- 
gled. Hosea thinks that the nation’s aristocracy forgot that God freed Israel 
from oppression in Egypt to worship YHWH alone in a self-sustaining 
tribal fellowship. Instead, the elite administer an exploitative state that 
violates the very theological principles of their origins.° 


Yee suggests that by identifying Israel’s elite with a shamed woman, Hosea 
simultaneously reinforces the lower status of women. Even more unfortunate 
is the fact that over the years what readers have heard in the story of Hosea 
and Gomer is not the conflict between the prophet and the male aristocracy, 
but rather that between a faithful male God and a faithless female Israel.” 
On a more positive note, Helen Schiingel-Straumann suggests that the 
gendered imagery of Hosea 1-3 is reversed in Hosea 11. She argues in a close 
reading of the Hebrew text that God is depicted in Hosea 11 as a gentle 
mother to her son Israel, in contrast to the Hosea-Gomer story of Hosea 1-3, 
where God is violent husband and abusive father, and the people Israel are 
wife and children. She translates the first four verses of chapter 11 as follows: 


1 When Israel was young, I loved him; 
out of Egypt I called my son. 
2 But when I called them 
they ran from me, 
and they sacrificed to the Baals, 
and they sent up incense to images. 
3 But it was I who nursed Ephraim, 
taking him in my arms. 
Yet they did not understand 
That it was I who took care of them. 
4 I drew them with cords of humanity, 
with bands of love. 
And I was for them like those 
who take a nursling to the breast, 
and I bowed down to him 
in order to give him suck.*” 


Even if Schiingel-Straumann is correct in her reading of the divine imagery 
in Hosea 11, the image of God that opens the book of Hosea is a bad taste 
that is hard to get out of the contemporary reader’s mouth, even with a sweet 
piece of cake. 


NO WIFE FOR JEREMIAH 


The message that Jeremiah receives from God is doom for Judah. As a result 
he is instructed not to marry. This will save him the anguish of seeing the 
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death of his wife and children (Jer. 16:1—7).°! Since Jeremiah uses much 
imagery that portrays women negatively (especially in chapters 2, 3, and 5), 
we may wonder whether there was a human explanation for Jeremiah’s failure 
to marry as well as a theological one. Although Israelite culture displayed at 
times a fear of women’s sexuality, perhaps Jeremiah had internalized this fear 
more than most Israelite men. Or perhaps he was what we would call gay. 


THE DEATH OF EZEKIELS WIFE 


Ezekiel is told that his wife will die suddenly and that he is not to mourn for 
her (Ezek. 24:15-18). The reason for these strange instructions is that when 
Judah is taken into exile, there will be no time for mourning. Ezekiel’s lack of 
mourning for his wife is a symbol of things to come. He obeys God, and 
when his wife dies, he goes about his business and does not mourn for her in 
any public way. The poignancy of the instructions not to mourn for his wife 
contrasts with negative feminine imagery in Ezekiel 16 and 23. 

In Ezekiel 16, the two capital cities are depicted as sisters who behave 
lewdly. In Ezekiel 23 Jerusalem and Samaria are again depicted as two sisters, 
but this time they are named. Samaria is Oholah (perhaps “Her Tent”) and 
Jerusalem is Oholibah (perhaps “My Tent Is in Her”). The tent is a traditional 
symbol of God’s presence and probably refers to a sanctuary. The name Oho- 
lah suggests that Samaria is apostate.” Oholah and Oholibah are described 
as the Lord’s lovers (vv. 4—5), the mothers of his children (vv. 4, 37). Their 
sexual behavior is said to be lewd and whorish (vv. 21, 29, 35, 48-49). They 
are stripped, raped, stoned, put to the sword, their survivors burned, and 
their homes destroyed (vv. 9-10, 22-35, 45—46). 


WOMEN AND WORSHIP 


Although women were second-class citizens in the religion of Israel, they 
sometimes participated in pagan religions involving the worship of god- 
desses. The biblical authors, primarily priests and prophets, depict priestly 
and prophetic religion as normative. There is evidence, however, that reli- 
gious practice was more diverse than implied and that such diverse practice 
was accepted as legitimate. 

One such practice was the worship by women of sixth-century Judah 
and Israel of the Queen of Heaven (Jer. 7:16—20; 44:15-19, 25). Jeremiah 
denounces the women for their worship of the Queen of Heaven. Neverthe- 
less they devote themselves to her, baking cakes in her image as offerings (Jer. 
7:18; 44:19) and pouring out libations to her (Jer. 44:15, 19). 
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Susan Ackerman suggests an identity for this goddess and reasons for her 
worship.*? She notes that scholars propose various identifications for the 
Queen of Heaven: the great East Semitic goddess Ishtar, Ishtar’s West Semitic 
counterpart Astarte, the West Semitic goddess Anat, and the Canaanite god- 
dess Shapsu. Some say that there is no way to ascertain her identity. Still a 
third group conjecture that she is a syncretistic combination of Ishtar and 
Astarte. That is Ackerman’s view.*4 She argues that one of the things about 
the cult of the Queen of Heaven that attracted women was that it allowed 
them active involvement in the cult.*° This cult seems not only to have been 
popular in the domestic spheres of home and family but also among kings 
and queens.*° She concludes as follows: 


Since it is winners who write history, the importance of this women’s cult in 
the history of the religion of Israel has been obscured by our sources. The 
ultimate “winners” in the religion of early sixth-century Judah, the Deuter- 
onomistic historians, the priest-prophet Ezekiel, and the prophet Jeremiah, 
were men. The biblical texts these men wrote malign non-Deuteronomistic, 
non-priestly, and non-prophetic religion, and in the case of the cult of the 
Queen of Heaven they malign the religion of women. But fortunately for 
us, the sources have not completely ignored some women’s cults. The losers 
have not been totally lost. If historians of Israelite religion continue to push 
beyond biblical polemic, we should hear more and more the voices of the 
women of Israel witnessing to their religious convictions.*” 


Judith Hadley is less sanguine about the possibility of discovering the iden- 
tity of the Queen of Heaven. She writes: 


[I]f the text of Jeremiah derives from a much later time in the post-exilic 
period, it may be that exactly which deity the people were worshipping was 
not a matter of interest to the author, since by that time all of the duties of 
any other deities would have been absorbed into Yahwism, and Yahweh 
was the only deity needed. It is even possible that precisely which deity was 
responsible for what in those heady pre-exilic times was as confusing for 
the late post-exilic writers as it is for us today. Thus, all that was necessary 
for the writer to drive home the point was that there had been a time, gen- 
erations ago, when the people worshipped the Queen of Heaven, who 
would represent, for the late author, any deity that was worshipped apart 
from Yahweh, be it in the past, the present, or, indeed, even the future.*® 


RACHEL IN JEREMIAH 


In Jeremiah 31:15—22 Jeremiah uses Rachel as a symbol for the new commu- 
nity. The historical context is either the early part of King Josiah’s reign (late 
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seventh century BCE), when it was hoped that the former northern kingdom 
of Israel (destroyed in 722 BCE by the Assyrians) might be reincorporated 
into Judah, or the early postexilic period (the years following the destruction 
of Jerusalem in 587 BCE by the Babylonians). Rachel’s lost children are either 
the lost northern tribes of Israel or the Judahite exiles in Babylon. 


Thus says the Lorn: 
A voice is heard in Ramah, 
lamentation and bitter weeping. 
Rachel is weeping for her children; 
she refuses to be comforted for her children, 
because they are no more. 
Thus says the Lorn: 
Keep your voice from weeping, 
and your eyes from tears; 
for there is a reward for your work, 
says the LORD: 
they shall come back from the land of the enemy; 
there is hope for your future, 
says the LORD: 
your children shall come back to their own country. 


(Jer. 31:15-17) 


The poem then focuses on Ephraim, the repentant (male) child whom God has 
forgiven and upon whom God will have mercy (Jer. 31:18-20). Finally, in Jere- 
miah 31:21-22, God speaks to (female) virgin Israel, the faithless daughter, 
who is wavering in indecision, telling her to return to her cities. The poem ends 
(Jer. 31:22) with a cryptic line—“For the LORD has created a new thing on the 
earth: a woman [literally female] encompasses a man [Hebrew gaber, literally 
strong man)”—that has occasioned much debate. Phyllis Trible has pointed out 
the way the female encases the male, both in the final line of the poem and in 
the structure of the poem as a whole (Rachel weeps; Ephraim repents; Virgin 
Israel addressed). She also notes the feminine qualities of God’s love, especially 
in verse 20, where God has compassion on Ephraim, using the same Hebrew 
root from which the word “womb” comes.*? In any case, the figure of Rachel is 
a positive, albeit traditionally maternal character. She is an antidote to Gomer. 


SARAH IN SECOND ISAIAH 


In Isaiah 49:19-21; 51:1-3; and 54:1-3, Second Isaiah reinterprets the bar- 
ren woman motif for the despairing Hebrews in Babylonian exile. Isaiah 
51:1-3 explicitly refers to Sarah, the only text in the Old Testament outside 
the Pentateuch that mentions her: 
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Listen to me, you that pursue righteousness, 
you that seek the Lorp. 
Look to the rock from which you were hewn, 
and to the quarry from which you were dug. 
Look to Abraham your father 
and to Sarah who bore you; 
for he was but one when I called him, 
but I blessed him and made him many. 
For the Lorp will comfort Zion; 
he will comfort all her waste places, 
and will make her wilderness like Eden, 
her desert like the garden of the Lorp; 
joy and gladness will be found in her, 
thanksgiving and the voice of song. 


Mary Callaway sees in these verses a reinterpretation of the story of Sarah. 
Sarah is no longer just the mother of Isaac. Now she is the mother of the entire 
Hebrew people. Second Isaiah is instilling hope in the exiles by reminding 
them that it all started with one barren woman. If God could bring Isaac from 
her, he will bring many more people from the current group of exiles. They 
are her spiritual children. Moreover, the references to Eden make it clear that 
what God is doing in Second Isaiah’s time is tantamount to a new creation.” 

There is more to the reinterpretation than this, however. The barren 
woman motif derived from Sarah’s story is applied to Jerusalem, personified 
as a woman. Zion (= Jerusalem) complains in Isaiah 49:14, “The Lorp has 
forsaken me, my Lord has forgotten me.” The Lord responds beginning with 
verse 15; the following are the important verses for our purposes: 


Surely your waste and your desolate places 
and your devastated land— 
surely now you will be too crowded for your inhabitants, 
and those who swallowed you up will be far away. 
The children born in the time of your bereavement 
will yet say in your hearing: 
“The place is too crowded for me; 
make room for me to settle.” 
Then you will say in your heart, 
“Who has borne me these? 
I was bereaved and barren, 
exiled and put away— 
so who has reared these? 
I was left all alone— 
where then have these come from?” 


(Isa. 49:19-21) 


THE WOMEN IN THE PROPHETS 167 
Thus Sarah, the mother of Isaac, becomes Jerusalem, the mother of Israel.*! 
Her bereavement has still to be explained. Who is Jerusalem’s husband? It is 
none other than the Lord himself, whom many of the exiles thought was dead. 
The imagery of Jerusalem as feminine and more specifically as the wife of 
the deity was inherited by the Hebrews from West Semitic mythology. In this 
mythology, capital cities were considered to be goddesses, the consorts of the 
god of the city. Much of this way of thinking was taken over by the Israelites, 
although it was not until the eighth century BCE that it took on a distinctly 
Israelite form.” Second Isaiah fused this Canaanite imagery with the barren 
wife motif. 
Second Isaiah depicts the Lord married to Jerusalem, the once-barren 
woman who will bear many children. He also portrays Jerusalem as a dis- 
graced woman: 


Sing, O barren one who did not bear; 
burst into song and shout, 
you who have not been in labor! 
For the children of the desolate woman will be more 
than the children of her that is married, says the LORD. 
(Isa. 54:1) 


The word translated here as “desolate” (S6méma) refers to an unmarriageable 
woman, one who has been sexually defiled, such as Dinah or Tamar, David's 
daughter.*4 Callaway writes: 


The outrageous nature of the situation now becomes clear: Yahweh has 
taken for his wife a woman whose defilement could never be purified to 
make her marriageable; her position was defined as smmh, and she was as 
one who is dead. To hear the words Aps [“delight in”] and 5‘/ [“husband”] 
replacing ‘mm/h must have jarred in the ears of Second Isaiah’s audience, 
for she who was untouchable is now called by names of most intimate 
endearment. Second Isaiah has reminded his community of the old stories 
of the rivalry between the barren and the fruitful wives and how Yahweh 
visited the barren one to give her a son. But he then reinterprets the old 
story: what he did for Sarah and for Rachel who were barren was only done 
in days of old; now he is taking to himself Jerusalem, who is šmmh.® 


The least acceptable person in human society, in this case the barren and 
sexually defiled woman, becomes the vehicle through whom God accom- 
plishes the divine ends. Unlike the book of Hosea, where Hosea=God also 
takes a sexually impure woman (Gomer=lIsrael), here God as husband is not 
depicted as threatening sexual violence. From Gomer the wife or woman of 
whoredom who is threatened into line by Hosea (Hos. 1—3), to Rachel who 
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weeps for her children and then morphs into the Virgin Israel— the wavering, 
faithless daughter—who is encouraged to return home (Jer. 31:15-22), to 
Sarah who is enjoined to sing in celebration of her new children (Isa. 51:1-3; 
cf. 54:1), we move steadily in a positive direction in terms of the depictions of 
symbolic females. To some degree this imagery counters the depiction of God 
as a violent husband seen in Hosea (1-3), Jeremiah (e.g., 2:20; 3:1-20), and 
Ezekiel (16, 23), though many contemporary readers will not feel that the 
more positive imagery totally rectifies the problem.*° Yet this imagery, so 
infrequently noticed by feminist readers, could go a long way toward sub- 
verting the negative images in Hosea, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and other biblical 
prophets, if it were not so often ignored. 


ZION AS MOTHER IN THIRD ISAIAH 


Third Isaiah draws on Second Isaiah’s development of the imagery of per- 
sonified Jerusalem as mother and takes it a step farther. He changes the 
metaphor from a barren woman made fruitful to a loving mother drawing 
her children to herself. The historical context is the period after the return 
from exile. The people are discouraged, because they are few and the task of 
rebuilding is enormous. We read: 


Rejoice with Jerusalem, and be glad for her, 

all you who love her; 
rejoice with her in joy, 

all you who mourn over her— 
that you may nurse and be satisfied 

from her consoling breast; 
that you may drink deeply with delight 

from her glorious bosom. 
For thus says the LORD: 
I will extend prosperity to her like a river, 

and the wealth of the nations like an overflowing stream; 
and you shall nurse and be carried on her arm, 

and dandled on her knees. 

(Isa. 66:10-12) 


Here Zion is described as a nursing mother. The words that describe the sat- 
isfaction she gives are ordinarily used of the Lord. Callaway writes: 


This image of Zion giving birth miraculously and feeding her children 
from her own abundance is reminiscent of the ancient Semitic mother 
goddess, whose cult had never completely disappeared from Israel. The 
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emphasis on Zion’s breasts would not have been missed by the prophet’s 
audience, who still remembered and in some cases still possessed, fig- 
urines of the mother goddess holding her breasts in a gesture of invitation 
and of self-glorification.*” 


Third Isaiah was the first to adapt the great Mother image in a way that served 
the monotheistic Hebrew religion, rather than being in conflict with it.48 


CONCLUSIONS 


The prophetic corpus provides many difficult texts for feminists, especially 
the frequent use of women as representative of sinful Israel and Judah. How- 
ever, a few bright spots also exist. Helen Schiingel-Straumann’s interpretation 
of Hosea 11, Jeremiah’s reinterpretation of Rachel, and Second and Third 
Isaiah’s use of the barren woman motif provide us with intriguing positive 
readings of some imagery in the prophetic literature, literature that elsewhere 
often denigrates women. 


DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 


1. How do you react to the sexual violence in Hosea? Do you think it fits 
the definition of pornography? What can we do in our society to 
reduce the incidence of sexual violence? Can religious communities 
help? If so, how? 

2. What image of women did the Hebrews of Hoseas time have that 
Hosea’s depiction of Gomer would have shocked and disturbed them? 
Which image is more disturbing to you? 

3. One of the possible implications of the worship of the Queen of Heaven 
is that when women are denied full participation in mainstream reli- 
gious communities, they sometimes look elsewhere for spiritual suste- 
nance. What might this mean for contemporary religious life? 


9 
The Women in the Wisdom Literature 
and the Song of Songs 


The wisdom tradition in the Bible is an important one. The books of Job, 
Psalms, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes are wisdom books. The Song of Songs, or 
the Song of Solomon as it is often called in English Bibles, is not a wisdom 
book, although it is attributed to Solomon. We will consider it here, how- 
ever, because it can be interpreted in the light of wisdom thought patterns. 
Most scholars read Job as a fictional story. Nevertheless the nameless wife of 
Job is worth considering. The book of Job has no major women characters, 
but Job’s wife does play an important, if small, part. His second set of daugh- 
ters also is somewhat important, if for no other reason than that they are the 
only daughters in the Hebrew Bible who are named by their father. 

In Proverbs we find the personification of Wisdom as a female character. 
The strange or foreign woman who is also sometimes called Folly, in contrast 
to Wisdom, is condemned. The good wife who may represent personified 
wisdom is also praised. 

The Song of Songs is love poetry. The woman or women in these poems 
are probably fictitious, although the woman who calls herself black and 
beautiful in Song 1:5 has been understood to be the Pharaoh’s daughter 
whom Solomon married. 


JOB’S WIFE 


Job’s daughters and his wife do not play major parts in Job’s story. Neverthe- 
less Job’s wife is an interesting character. Carol Newsom notes that her words 
to Job, “Do you still persist in your integrity? Curse God, and die” (Job 2:9), 
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are radical and provocative. They echo God’s assessment of Job in 2:3a, when 
God describes Job as one who persists in integrity. ! 

Ellen van Wolde points out that the Hebrew berek, which is usually trans- 
lated “curse” in this line, can actually mean either “curse” or “bless.” Its basic 
meaning in the Hebrew Bible is bless, but in the book of Job it is also used as 
a euphemism for curse, making it hard to determine exactly what Mrs. Job 
means.” She could either be saying that Job should bless God as long as he can 
hold on to his sense of integrity, despite the suffering that would suggest he 
has sinned. Then, having blessed God, he can die in peace. Alternately, she 
could be saying that if he maintains his integrity, then his suffering is unjust. 
He should therefore curse God, and accept the consequences, that is, death.4 

Newsom points out an ambiguity in the speech of Job’s wife that centers 
in the word “integrity.” A person of integrity is one whose behavior is in 
accord with moral and religious norms. Such a person is also an honest per- 
son, one without guile. The two senses of the word are, however, sometimes 
in tension with each other. Job’s wife could be asking him whether he persists 
in his righteousness and suggesting that it has not gotten him too far. In this 
case, she would be encouraging him to give it up and curse God.’ 

But she could also be asking Job if he persists in his honesty and suggesting 
that he continue to do so even to the point of cursing God. Job was so honest 
that he could not admit he was aware of any sins grave enough to have brought 
upon him the suffering he experienced. In the end, God vindicates Job against 
his so-called comforters, who try to make him repent of sins he knows he has 
not committed. Part of the point of the story is that not all suffering is a result 
of sin. Some of it happens to the just and the unjust alike. This notion can be 
disturbing to those who believe that their prosperity is a result of their good 
works and conversely that those who suffer are responsible for their fate. Thus 
anyone who suggests that life is more complex often receives a less than enthu- 
siastic response. Newsom writes, “Both in the original Hebrew book of Job and 
in many of the retellings of the story, Job’s wife is the prototypical woman on 
the margin, whose iconoclastic words provoke defensive condemnation but 
whose insight serves as an irritant that undermines old complacencies.”° Job’s 
wife has no name; her loss of children is not the focus of the story; and even the 
birth of a second set of children for Job at the end of the story, of whom she is 
presumably the mother, occurs without any mention of her role. 

Ilana Pardes also explores the role of Job’s wife. Although she largely agrees 
with Newsom, Pardes notes that Job rebukes his wife and calls her foolish 
before doing in effect what she suggests. She also notes the way Job is trans- 
formed by the end of the book in terms of his relationships with women. He 
names his daughters, the only place in the Hebrew Bible where a father names 
his daughters. The names he gives them are not the pious names one expects 
he would have used before his transformation, but sensuous, beautiful names: 
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Bright Day (or Dove), Cassia (a kind of perfume), and Horn of Antimony 
(ancient eye shadow).’ Pardes also notes that Job’s daughters inherit property 
from him, a clear deviation from the law.® 

In spite of these discoveries that will be pleasing to feminists, Pardes finds 
one less pleasing reality. She asks: 


But where is Job’s nameless wife? She is conspicuously absent from the 
happy ending in which Job’s world is restored. One may well ask why. 
While Job’s dead children spring back to life, as it were, for he now has, 
just as in the beginning, seven sons and three daughters, his wife, who 
actually managed to escape death, is curiously excluded from this scene of 
familial bliss. Let me suggest that here too censorship is at work. It is no 
accident that Job’s wife does not benefit from her husband’s changed rela- 
tion to femininity in the epilogue. Although in a sense her words give rise 
to Job’s criticism of the ways of God, they remain far too antithetical to 
allow her reappearance. The challenge of the outsider—and woman is 
something of an outsider in divine-human affairs—seems far more threat- 
ening than a critique voiced from within.? 


PROVERBS 


Women figure prominently in the first and last parts of Proverbs. Carol New- 
som writes: “A casual reader asked to describe Proverbs 1—9 might reply that 
it was the words of a father talking to his son, mostly about women.”!° 
Athalya Brenner argues that the instructor may be a mother rather than a 
father.'! The parent and son should not be taken literally. Newsom writes, 
“All readers of the text, whatever their actual identities, are called upon to 
take up the subject position of son in relation to an authoritative parent.” 1? 

In Proverbs 1, personified Wisdom is introduced (Prov. 1:20-33). She is 
allied with the parent figure. In Proverbs 2, the son is told to accept the 
teaching of the parent and of Wisdom (Prov. 2:1-11), which will protect 
him from the crooked man (Prov. 2:12-15) and the words of the strange 
woman Folly (Prov. 2:16-19). 

Who is the strange woman? She is described as “the adulteress with her 
smooth words, who forsakes the partner of her youth” (Prov. 2:16-17). Her 
“way [Heb. “house”] leads down to death” (Prov. 2:18). Why is she called 
“strange” or “foreign” (gard)? Her strangeness may be ethnic, legal, social, or 
some combination of them. !? Brenner does not believe zarâ means “strange” 
or “foreign” in this context. Rather, she is persuaded that its basic meaning is 
“other” or “liminal.” The “strange” woman is someone who does not fit into 
the socially accepted order.'4 
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On the other hand, Gale Yee, in her sociological analysis, places Proverbs 
1-9 in the postexilic period. When the exiles returned from Babylonian 
exile, they frequently married into the population that had remained behind 
in order to gain agricultural land. Generations later, the priestly elite encour- 
aged endogamy rather than exogamy (marriage within the extended family 
rather than outside it), to keep land within the go/ah community of returned 
exiles. The strange woman in Proverbs, according to Yee, represents the 
women outside this in-group.!> Although it is easy to see how Proverbs 1—9 
could have functioned to support endogamy, there is enough concern in the 
text with adultery to suggest that the strange woman in these chapters can- 
not be limited to those outside the golah community. 

The “strange” woman is a useful symbol for the author of Proverbs, 
because she is both frightening and attractive. Her words are “smooth,” that 
is, slippery, suggesting both pleasure and danger.!6 

In Proverbs 3, Wisdom’s benefits are described. They are income better 
than silver and gold (v. 14); long life, riches, and honor (v. 16); pleasant ways 
and peaceful paths (v. 17); and a tree of life and happiness (v. 18). The con- 
trast between Wisdom and the “strange” woman, whose path leads to death, 
is striking. 

Proverbs 4 gives further encouragement to the son to acquire wisdom and 
insight and not to forsake Wisdom. In Proverbs 5 and 6, the son is warned 
again about the dangers of the “strange” woman. For example, we read: 


For the lips of a loose [Heb. “strange”] woman drip honey, 
and her speech is smoother than oil; 
but in the end she is bitter as wormwood, 
sharp as a two-edged sword. 
Her feet go down to death; 
her steps follow the path to Sheol. 
She does not keep straight to the path of life; 
her ways wander, and she does not know it. 


(Prov. 5:3—6) 


If the son disregards this advice, he will give his honor to others, his years to 
the merciless, and his wealth to strangers. At the end of his life he will groan, 
because he will be ruined in the public assembly (Prov. 5:7-14). With the use 
of the imagery of cistern, well, springs, and fountain, the son is encouraged 
to be satisfied with his wife and not be intoxicated by an adulterous woman 
(Prov. 5:16—23). 

Toward the end of Proverbs 6, the parent returns to this theme. He/she 
tells the son to follow his/her commandments to avoid the evil wife and the 
smooth tongue of the adulteress (Prov. 6:20—24). The son is not to desire her 
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beauty, nor should he let himself be captured by her eyelashes (Prov. 6:25). 
The prostitute is contrasted with the wife of another man: 


for a prostitute’s fee is only a loaf of bread, 
but the wife of another stalks a man’s very life. 


(Prov. 6:26) 


This line suggests that consorting with prostitutes is considered less of a 
problem than adultery. The rest of Proverbs 6 spells out the problems that 
adultery creates (Prov. 6:27-35). 

In Proverbs 7 and 8, the attractions of the “strange” woman (chap. 7) and 
of Wisdom (chap. 8) are further described. The “strange” woman is depicted 
as “decked out like a prostitute” (Prov. 7:10), “loud and wayward” (Prov. 
7:11), aggressively pursuing the young man physically and vocally (Prov. 
7:12-21). Finally we read, “Her house is the way to Sheol, going down to the 
chambers of death” (Prov. 7:27). She symbolizes evil. 

In contrast, Wisdom speaks truth (Prov. 8:7). Her words are straight and 
right, not crooked or twisted (Prov. 8:8—9). She is more valuable than all one 
can desire (Prov. 8:10-11). With Wisdom are good advice, insight, and 
strength (Prov. 8:14). Kings rule justly through Wisdom (Prov. 8:15). Those 
who follow Wisdom will become wealthy (Prov. 8:18-19, 21). 

In Proverbs 8:22—31, Wisdom’s role in God’s creation of the world is 
described in terms that anticipate the opening words of the Gospel of John: 
“In the beginning was the Word [Gr. logos<sophia = Heb. hokmd, “wisdom’], 
and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” Proverbs 8:22 reads: 
“The LORD created me at the beginning of his work, the first of his acts of 
long ago.” After several more verses, we read: 


When he established the heavens, I was there, 

when he drew a circle on the face of the deep, 
when he made firm the skies above, 

when he established the fountains of the deep, 
when he assigned to the sea its limit, 

so that the waters might not transgress his command, 
when he marked out the foundations of the earth, 

then I was beside him, like a master worker; 
and I was daily his delight, 

rejoicing before him always, 
rejoicing in his inhabited world 

and delighting in the human race. 

(Prov. 8:27—31) 


How and why this female figure emerged is difficult to say. Wisdom is 
feminine in gender in Hebrew, but that alone would probably not have been 
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enough. Gerlinde Baumann suggests that in the postexilic era, when the 
Deuteronomistic philosophy, which viewed suffering as a result of sin, was 
being questioned (as for example in the book of Job), perhaps faith in 
YHWH tolerated or even required an additional transcendent figure who 
was linked to him in some not entirely clear manner. Proverbs 1—9 


allow[s] a certain range of interpretation of the Wisdom Figure: She can 
be seen as a goddess on a similar level to YHWH, or only as his subordi- 
nate creature. There are a number of parallels to YHWH-speech which 
support the first explanation, but the texts do not commit themselves to 
it, nor dictate it to their readers. It seems possible that the authors of 
Proverbs 1-9 intend to go beyond the contemporary boundaries of faith 
in YHWH in a somehow playful manner. Chapters 1-9 do not explicitly 
say anything that would not be acceptable to those who worship YHWH 
alone; to those who want to see it differently, though, the texts speak 
about a goddess-like figure at YHWH’s side.'” 


Baumann also suggests that the prestige and authority of women must 
have been considerable in order for the figure of Lady Wisdom to emerge.!® 
This is positive, but many feminists are disturbed by the fact that this figure 
embodies traditional feminine values. She is more intimate than YHWH, car- 
ing for her children (Prov. 8:17), nourishing them (Prov. 9:4—5), and teaching 
them.!? In addition, the contrast between Wisdom, the playmate and helper 
of the Lord, and the “strange” woman, who drags men down to Sheol, is stark. 
How did woman come to symbolize both extremes? Newsom believes that it 
is because woman as man’s other comes to represent both what is inferior and 
what is superior. She quotes Toril Moi, who develops Julia Kristeva’s under- 
standing of women’s marginal position in patriarchal societies: 


If patriarchy sees women as occupying a marginal position within the sym- 
bolic order, then it can construe them as the limit or borderline of that 
order. From a phallocentric point of view, women will then come to rep- 
resent the necessary frontier between man and chaos; but because of their 
very marginality they will also always seem to recede into and merge with 
the chaos of the outside. Women seen as the limit of the symbolic order 
will in other words share in the disconcerting properties of all frontiers: 
they will be neither inside nor outside, neither known nor unknown. It is 
this position that has enabled male culture sometimes to vilify women as 
representing darkness and chaos, to view them as Lilith or the Whore of 
Babylon, and sometimes to elevate them as representatives of a higher and 
purer nature, to venerate them as Virgins and Mothers of God. In the first 
instance the borderline is seen as part of the chaotic wilderness outside, 
and in the second it is seen as an inherent part of the inside: the part that 
protects and shields the symbolic order from the imaginary chaos.” 
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Newsom notes that analyzing Proverbs 1—9 is not simply an antiquarian 
exercise. She draws a parallel between the movie Fatal Attraction and the mes- 
sage of these chapters.” 

Gale Yee is disturbed by the message that Proverbs 1—9 sends to female 
readers. She says: 


Given the erotic imagery that surrounds both Lady Wisdom and the ’7s5@ 
zara [strange woman], the most profoundly unsettling message that comes 
across particularly to the female reader is that only man pursues Wisdom 
like a lover, and it is a woman who seduces him away from her. How does 
one mitigate such imagery when it touches a person at the most elemental 
and symbolic level, e.g. the sexual? Proverbs 1-9 clearly have as their ref- 
erent a father teaching his son in the ways of Wisdom and the dangers of 
the foreign woman. . . . The Proverbs 1-9 texts leave the female reader 
with questions that still need to be resolved: Can a woman ever seek and 
ultimately find Wisdom? Or does she simply suffer the fate of the 1554 zara 
[strange woman], an object of aversion and ever condemned??? 


Tikva Frymer-Kensky sounds a similar warning. She writes: 


Having a literary figure of Woman-Wisdom can reinforce the idea that 
women are wise. . . . Similarly, the later Jewish images of the sabbath Queen- 
Bride and the Torah are positive female images that can raise women’s pres- 
tige and reinforce women’s self-esteem. . . . Nevertheless, despite the obvious 
appeal of these images to women, when union with them is described as 
marriage, women are excluded from the symbolic relationship.” 


Proverbs 31, the final chapter of the book, is the one remaining chapter to 
consider. Verses 10-31 begin, “A capable wife who can find? She is far more 
precious than jewels.” Actually, the words translated “capable wife” literally 
mean “woman (or wife) of strength.” It is odd that modern translations avoid 
a literal rendering. The poem goes on to praise her for her industriousness, 
long hours of work, and economically productive activity. She is also praised 
for domestic duties well done, charitable responsibilities, support of her hus- 
band who is known in the city gates, and her wise teaching. She is a mother 
whose children call her happy. With all of her virtues, one wonders what is 
left for her husband to do. The traditional Jewish answer, as depicted in the 
musical Fiddler on the Roof, that the man studies the Torah, will not make 
many feminists happy. 

Denise Carmody notes the ambivalence with which this text leaves us. It 
acknowledges that competent management of the domestic sphere is no 
small accomplishment, but much of the woman's status is secondary.” Her 
work enables her husband to do his more public duties and her children to 
live well. That is not bad, but it is not reciprocal. 
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In addition, Proverbs 31:30 is disturbing. It reads, “Charm is deceitful, 
and beauty is vain, but a woman who fears the LORD is to be praised.” 
Charm is not always deceitful and a good wife doesn’t have to be plain. 
Underlying this verse is the same fear of woman that we have seen through- 
out. Carmody concludes: 


So give us fewer paeans to good wives, fewer dutiful acknowledgements 
of women’s important and special gifts. . . . In their place, just a little 
courage, a little imagination, a little wit, and a little resolute honesty 
would be like fresh air from on high. Indeed, charm can be deceitful and 
beauty vain, but both also can be gifts of God. . . . Let us start judging 
and promoting all of the people of God, men and women alike, only by 
their fruits.”° 


On a more positive note, Ella Pearson Mitchell and Henry Mitchell, while 
acknowledging that the male is the dominant figure, point out that “this 
book . . . proposes that women engage in business (31:10-31), to an extent 
not found anywhere else.”*° 

Although many interpreters have understood Proverbs 31:10—31 as a 
poem about the ideal wife, recent scholarship has generally taken a different 
view. Kathleen O’Connor writes: 


Rather than supplying the image of the correct marriage partner, this 
acrostic or alphabetic poem serves as a summary of the whole Book of 
Proverbs. Its central character is no typical woman but the Wisdom 
Woman herself. Drawing from images of the young man choosing between 
the Wisdom Woman or the Strange Woman found in Proverbs 1-9, this 
poem demonstrates what life is like once one has chosen to live with the 
Wisdom Woman.?” 


Another feminist interpreter who views the women in Proverbs in a more 
positive light is Carol Fontaine. She notes the possible connections between 
Proverbs and goddess worship: 


The significance of this book for women goes far beyond the positive and 
(mostly) negative comments about women encapsulated in the various 
proverbs. The figure of Woman Wisdom may be a survival of goddess 
worship within the monotheistic structure of Israelite theology, since the 
wisdom traditions of Mesopotamia and Egypt were sanctioned by tutelary 
goddesses.78 


Although this may well be so, the figure Wisdom in the Hebrew Bible is in 
no sense a goddess. This is the conclusion of Claudia Camp. She writes: “it 
is clear that there is goddess-imagery at work in the presentation of female 
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Wisdom. It is also clear, however, that this imagery is in some way trans- 
formed.””? In the intertestamental period, Wisdom is an important figure 
closely allied with God, and in the New Testament Hebrew hokmd becomes 
Greek sophia and finally logos, the word of God incarnate.*° For many femi- 
nists the female figure Wisdom is therefore extremely important.>! 


THE SONG OF SONGS 


The Song of Songs, a book of love poetry, is an important book for feminists. 
It has sometimes been interpreted allegorically as referring to the love of God 
for Israel or the church. It has more frequently been ignored, perhaps because 
the imagery is foreign, perhaps because of discomfort with the body. For 
many feminists it is a bright spot. 

Marcia Falk believes that the Song is not a structural unity but a compila- 
tion of lyrical love poems. In this case the love of a number of couples may 
well be the subject of the individual poems.*? 

Phyllis Trible sees this book as the redemption of the love story that went 
awry in Genesis 2—3. She writes: 


Using Genesis 2—3 as a key for understanding the Song of Songs, we have 
participated in a symphony of love. Born to mutuality and harmony, a 
man and a woman live in a garden where nature and history unite to cel- 
ebrate the one flesh of sexuality. Naked without shame or fear (cf. Gen. 
2:25; 3:10), this couple treat each other with tenderness and respect. Nei- 
ther escaping nor exploiting sex, they embrace and enjoy it. Their love is 
truly bone of bone and flesh of flesh, and this image of God male and 
female is indeed very good (cf. Gen. 1:27, 31). Testifying to the goodness 
of creation, then, eroticism becomes worship in the context of grace. 

In this setting, there is no male dominance, no female subordination, 
and no stereotyping of either sex. Specifically, the portrayal of the woman 
defies the connotations of “second sex.” She works, keeping vineyards and 
pasturing flocks. Throughout the Song she is independent, fully the equal 
of the man. Although at times he approaches her, more often she initiates 
their meetings. Her movements are bold and open: at night in the streets 
and squares of the city she seeks the one whom her nephesh [life force] 
loves (3:1-4). No secrecy hides her yearnings. Moreover, she dares to 
describe love with revealing metaphors. . . . Never is this woman called a 
wife, nor is she required to bear children. In fact, to the issues of marriage 
and procreation the Song does not speak. Love for the sake of love is its 
message, and the portrayal of the female delineates this message best.?# 


Danna Fewell evaluates the Song less positively: 
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[Trible’s] reading, while powerful, depreciates the rather oppressive social 
structure that provides the backdrop for the poetic scenario: There are 
“brothers” who are overprotective of the “little sister”; there are watchmen 
who, upon finding the woman in the streets looking for her lover, beat her 
and strip her. Furthermore, Trible’s reading overlooks the poems’ sugges- 
tions that the male also “pastures his flocks” in other places besides the 
embrace of the female persona. Hence, the poetic garden of equity, inti- 
macy and mutuality is not without its thorns.*4 


Cheryl Exum makes a list of ten things that every feminist should know 
about the Song of Songs, in an article with that title. The list begins with a 
warning that reading the Song can be “hazardous to your critical faculties [all 
emphasis hers], since it turns even the most hardened of feminist critics into 
a bubbling romantic.”*° The second item on the list is a notice that “the 
immediacy of the Song is an illusion,”*® that even though there is no obvious 
narrator, this does not mean that there is no narrator. Third, Exum reminds 
feminist readers that “there are no real women in this text”? it is fiction, a lit- 
erary creation. The fourth warning is a corollary: “The woman, or women, in 
this text may be the creations of male authors.”*® 

Exum’s fifth item is similar to Fewell’s concern: “There is no gender equal- 
ity.”*? The sixth warning, which is related, is that “bad things happen to sexu- 
ally active, forward women,”* like being beaten by watchmen (Song 5:7). 
Item seven is that “the female body is on display.”*' Exum acknowledges that 
the male body is also on display, but it may not be the same.** The eighth 
warning is that “there is something wrong with the body,” ® by which is meant 
that the woman is a collection of body parts rather than a whole body. Warn- 
ing nine is like the first, that “the poetry of the Song is seductive.” Finally, 
Exum’s tenth item is slightly more cheerful: “feminists dont have to deny our- 
selves the pleasure of the text. All we need to do is misread it.”*° 

In a more upbeat manner, Carol Meyers analyzes the gender imagery in 
this book and concludes: 


Gender was not a constraint on power in the world of the gods. Nor... 
was gender a constraint on power in the intimate world of a couple in 
love. From a social perspective, the domestic realm is the setting for such 
love, and therein exists the arena in which female power is expressed. 
Luckily for feminists, who often despair of discovering meaningful mate- 
rial in the man’s world of the official canon, a single biblical book has pre- 
served this non-public world and allows us to see the private realm that 
dominated the social landscape for much of ancient Israel’s population.*° 


O’Connor is not as sure as Meyers that the poems reflect the private realm 
as it actually existed. Seeing connections between the Song of Songs and the 
strong woman in Proverbs 31, she states: 
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For a woman of the ancient world she [the woman in Song of Songs] is 
completely out of character. In these love poems the actual relationships 
between men and women in Israelite society are reversed, as they are in 
the Poem of the Strong Woman in Proverbs 31. 

Marriage as a symbol of the intimate connection between the Wisdom 
Woman and her disciple is the subject of Prov 31:10-31. Life in union 
with Wisdom is meant to be as close as a love affair or a marriage. More- 
over, the language of love appears elsewhere in Proverbs to encourage the 
disciple to love her, to embrace her, to hold her fast, to live with her (for 
example, Prov 3:15-18; 4:6-8; 8:17—21).4” 


This understanding of the Song may explain some of the thorns that Fewell 
notices. If the women in the poems represent Wisdom, many forces might 
stand in the way of the lovers attaining their hearts’ desire. 

O’Connor does not see the connection between the women in Song of 
Songs and the woman in Proverbs 31:10-31 as being the only level on which 
the Song of Songs should be interpreted, however. Rather, she sees the rela- 
tionship between these two parts of Scripture as providing 


a poetic coloring for the love poems, an additional layer of meaning in 
connection with the wisdom traditions. If this interpretation is correct, 
not only is the sexual arena blessed as good in itself, the Song also serves 
as a metaphor for wisdom’s relationship with human beings. To live with 
Wisdom, to pursue her and to be pursued by her, is to enter into a love 
affair set in a garden of paradise where true human desires will be realized. 
It is a relationship which itself expresses the harmony and blessedness of 
the universe.*8 


Whereas O’Connor sees a relationship between the Song and Wisdom, 
Ilana Pardes finds connections between the Song and the use of women as 
symbols for Israel in the prophetic literature. She writes: 


Hence the antipatriarchal model of love in the Song could be made to 
function as a countervoice to the misogynist prophetic degradation of the 
nation. It could offer an inspiring consolation in its emphasis on reci- 
procity. For once the relationship of God and His bride relies on mutual 
courting, mutual attraction, and mutual admiration, there is more room 
for hope that redemption is within reach.” 


Nevertheless Pardes does not see the Song as totally depatriarchalized. She 
sees many tensions within the text. The question she tries to answer is how 
the Song made it into the canon. Referring to the guards in the Song, she 
concludes: 
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According to the midrashic interpretation, the keepers of the walls are “the 
keepers of the walls of the Torah” (Shir HaShirim Rabbah v. 7). Using this 
allegorical reading as a springboard, let us return to the opening question. 
Why was the Song canonized? Let me suggest that the canon-makers, those 
who set limits to the sacred corpus, were in fact not unlike the keepers of the 
walls in the Song. Just as the guards in the Song are neither omnipotent nor 
innocent of forbidden desires, so the watchmen of Holy Writ could not fully 
prevent the admission of ideologically alien voices within the canon, espe- 
cially those other voices which filled (unconscious) needs in the biblical array. 
And the Song too played a role in the drama. If this deviant text could have 
circumvented the keepers of the walls, it is probably because the Song is not 
entirely antagonistic to the Law. Like the Shulamite, the Song simultaneously 
challenges the Law and accepts it, reveals and conceals its otherness.*° 


One other point needs to be made. Returning to Song of Songs 1:5 and 
assuming that the man is not primarily of African descent, we have here the 
love poetry of an ethnically mixed couple. This is probably more subversive 
today than it was in its original context, when various shades of skin color 
coexisted without any sense that this was unusual.! It is odd that so few fem- 
inist or womanist interpreters have commented on this.” 

The Song of Songs is a biblical book that we can celebrate on two counts. 
Although the setting of the Song is not without its problems, it nevertheless 
depicts the love of men and women who are much more equal than men and 
women in much of the Hebrew canon. It also portrays a lighter-skinned 
individual and a darker-skinned individual who have high self-esteem and 
deep affection for each other. Much in the Hebrew Bible may strike us as 
archaic and oppressive. Here is a model that challenges us to live up to its 
poetry and its politics. 


CONCLUSIONS 


The Wisdom literature contains much that is problematic for feminists, but 
also much that is the source of hope. The figure of the “strange” woman in 
Proverbs is the most disturbing, and the dichotomy between the good and 
bad women, Wisdom and Folly, is very difficult for many feminists. On the 
other hand, the figure Wisdom is the source of much feminist theology. In 
addition, women in Job, although they play small roles, are important and 
for some feminists positive. The Song of Songs is generally viewed as one of 
the most feminist of the books of the Hebrew Bible, although it is not with- 
out some problems. Nevertheless there is much in this book of love lyrics 
that provides feminists with palatable food for thought. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 


. How do you feel about Job’s wife? 
. The dichotomy between the safe wife and the smooth, other woman is 


very much a part of our society today, as shown by the movie Fatal 
Attraction. If you saw the movie, discuss the imagery there; or think of 
other examples of the dichotomy in our culture. How does this way of 
thinking affect womens self-esteem? 


. What are the characteristics of a truly good wife and of a truly good 


husband? 


. What/who is Wisdom and how is it/she related to God? 
. How do you feel about interracial relationships? 


10 
Subversive Women in Subversive Books: 


Ruth, Esther, Susanna, and Judith 


The stories of Ruth, Esther, Susanna, and Judith convey the most liberating 
messages for women of any of the stories of women in the first testament. 
Most modern readers miss the subversive points being made, because we 
are not part of the ancient culture out of which these books arose. Thus 
the purpose of this chapter is to help the modern reader see these stories in a 
new light. 


RUTH 


The story of Ruth and Naomi is a perennially popular one. It is often char- 
acterized as sweet: a story of loyalty and tragedy turned into triumph. It is the 
story of Naomi, whose husband Elimelech and two sons Mahlon and Chil- 
ion die while they are living away from their Israelite homeland in Moab. It 
is also the story of Orpah, one of Naomi’s two daughters-in-law, who heeds 
Naomt’s advice and returns to her mother’s house, and of Ruth, the other 
daughter-in-law, who decides to return to Israel with Naomi (Ruth 1). Ruth 
meets Boaz, a relative of Naomi, as she gleans in his field, and he praises her 
for her loyalty to Naomi (Ruth 2). Ruth 3 describes Naomi’s plan for Ruth 
to present herself to Boaz where he is sleeping and Ruth’s execution of the 
plan. Boaz again praises her, but this time for choosing him rather than a 
younger man. In Ruth 4, the final chapter, Boaz works out the legal arrange- 
ments for redeeming a field of Naomi’s and marrying Ruth. A son, Obed, is 
born, who becomes the grandfather of King David, according to the story. 
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Much has been written about Ruth. Phyllis Trible was the first modern 
feminist Hebrew Bible scholar to offer an interpretation. She sees the story as 
that of two women, loyal to each other, struggling to survive in and trans- 
form a patriarchal world.' On the other end of the feminist spectrum, Esther 
Fuchs believes that Ruth and Naomi are considered biblical heroines because 
they voluntarily and actively support the patriarchal institution of the levirate, 
which ensures the patrilineage of the deceased father.” Between the ends of the 
spectrum that Trible and Fuchs represent, four other feminist authors—one 
male, one female, and one male-female team—have contributed especially 
important understandings of the book of Ruth. 

Although the book of Ruth is set in the period of the judges, André 
LaCocque argues for a late date of composition, after the Babylonian exile. 
He believes the book is not historical but is a novella, or short story.4 He 
writes: “At stake in the discussion of date are diametrically opposed interpre- 
tations of Ruth. Either the tale is a preexilic apologue [story with a moral] or 
it is a postexilic parable. Apologue sets an ethical model; its purpose is edifi- 
cation and confirmation of world. Parable questions ideology; it subverts 
world.” How is Ruth subversive? Ruth’s primary subversiveness lies in her 
ethnic identity. Ruth is a Moabite (Ruth 1:4, 22; 2:2, 6, 21; 4:5, 10). She is 
not just a foreign woman. She is from Moab, one of Israel’s most hated ene- 
mies. The beginnings of the hostility go back to the period of Israel’s wilder- 
ness sojourn. At this time Numbers reports that the women of Moab tried to 
corrupt the Israelite men (Num. 25:1—5). As a result, Moabites are prohib- 
ited from ever being part of the Israelite community (Deut. 23:2-6). This 
exclusion of the Moabites was reaffirmed in the postexilic period by Ezra and 
Nehemiah (Ezra 9:1-10:44; Neh. 13:1-3).° 

Even more scandalous than having a Moabite woman as the hero of the 
story is that the law of levirate is applied to her. This law allowed an Jsraelite 
widow without heirs to mate with her deceased husband’s brother to produce 
an heir. The custom was intended to preserve Israelite families and property. 
Here it is applied to the Moabite daughter-in-law of an Israelite widow.’ 
Worse yet, Ruth is praised for her /esed, her steadfast love and loyalty. Such 
a term was not normally used for a Moabitess.® 

Part of the subversive effect of the book of Ruth comes from the parallels 
between it and the story of Tamar and Judah (Gen. 38). Ruth is the new 
Tamar. The unnamed man who forfeits his “rights” when he does not agree 
to redeem Naomi’s field and marry Ruth (Ruth 4:1—6) corresponds to She- 
lah in Genesis 38 and the third son whom Judah withholds from Tamar. 
LaCocque writes: “Thus, by artistic transpositions, Tamar the Canaanite 
becomes Ruth the Moabite, and Judah’s sons or Judah himself become ‘So 
and so’ [the unnamed kinsman who refuses to buy Naomi’s field]. The sym- 
bolism is transparent; the postexilic Judahites of the exclusivist party in 
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Jerusalem are put on a par with Shelah or with Onan. They sterilize history.”? 
In other words, the ruling elite situated in Jerusalem, who wanted to exclude 
from the Israelite community all foreigners, are being subtly mocked. In con- 
trast, Ruth’s role brings Naomi back to life. The story shows that the tension 
created by the introduction of the repulsive Moabite outsider will be resolved 
not by her expulsion, but rather by her marriage to Boaz.!° 

If we read the story of Ruth this way, it is no longer a sweet story, appro- 
priate for children’s bedtime reading. It is a story with profound, subversive 
intent, which will be especially pleasing to both feminists and ethnic minori- 
ties. Reading the book of Ruth is like hearing the message of Sojourner 
Truth. Although the specific concerns about Moabite women are not issues 
today, there are modern parallels. Nonwhite women in American society 
have double problems. They are marginalized in subtle and not so subtle 
ways. But, like Ruth, they are needed for the vitality of American culture. We 
will return to this issue below. 

Mieke Bal analyzes the story of Ruth from a literary perspective.!! Her 
approach is not inconsistent with LaCocque’s. Rather, they complement 
each other. She challenges the traditional reading, in which Boaz is seen as 
the generous, rich man who allows the poor women another chance at life. 
Bal’s reading turns on Boaz’s response to Ruth at the threshing floor in Ruth 
3:10: “May you be blessed by the LORD, my daughter; this last instance of 
your loyalty (/esed) is better than the first; you have not gone after young 
men, whether poor or rich.” Boaz is not just a nice old man who helps poor 
young Ruth out of a bad situation. He is an unmarried man, perhaps a wid- 
ower, possibly even a childless one. He is pleased to have been chosen by an 
attractive, younger woman. !? 

Bal is especially interested in the allusions in the text, especially those in 
Ruth 4:11-12:13 


Then all the people who were at the gate, along with the elders, said, “We 
are witnesses. May the LORD make the woman who is coming into your 
house like Rachel and Leah, who together built up the house of Israel. 
May you produce children in Ephrathah and bestow a name in Bethle- 
hem; and, through the children that the Lorp will give you by this young 
woman, may your house be like the house of Perez, whom Tamar bore to 


Judah.” 


Rachel’s childlessness and Leah’s lack of access to her husband are solved when 
the two of them work together. Leah gives Rachel the mandrakes and Rachel 
gives Leah access to Jacob. In so doing, they break out of the narrow situation 
in which their father and husband have placed them. Thus Bal sees their story 
as subversive. She writes: “The elders, in Ruth, comment upon that story by 
acknowledging afterwards the rightness of the women’s subversion when they 
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equate Ruth to the position of Rachel and Leah together. The equation 1 + 1 
= 1... restores the unity of the two aspects of femininity [beauty and fertil- 
ity] that were separated by the men.”!4 

The second comparison is between Boaz and Perez, the son of Judah and 
Tamar. Bal writes: 


As the son of his mother, he [Perez] is a transgressor of rules. His name 
means “break.” Breaker of rules, he represents also the “bréche vers une 
latence” [break toward a latency] of the cure. Boaz the perfect citizen is 
compared to him. How can he be compared with the fruit of Tamar’s wit 
and Judah’s double standard? Integrating the two laws [levirate marriage 
and redemption of property], Boaz is transgressing as well... . When 
Boaz goes to court at the city gate, he identifies with Parez [sic] the trans- 
gressor of rules, son and grandson of Judah, who is like himself a media- 
tor. Boaz becomes the mediator, between generations, sexes, classes, and 
people, between law and justice, the public and the private, economy and 
history. !° 


In other words, Boaz bends the rules to establish a higher justice. 

Thus the book of Ruth can be read not only as subversive of one particu- 
lar law excluding Moabites from participation in the Israelite community. By 
setting justice higher than law and higher than charity, it implies a whole dif- 
ferent way of determining religious truth. It is subversive of every narrow 
reading of biblical law, especially biblical laws that oppress. 

This point of view is taken up by Jesus in the New Testament. He was 
quick to throw out old rules that no longer fit. The book of Ruth, under- 
stood this way, provides us with a biblical precedent to interpret and reinter- 
pret the ancient stories and laws that have shaped, and have been shaped by, 
our spiritual forebears. 

At many points Fewell and Gunns reading of Ruth echoes those of 
LaCocque and Bal. Their understanding of the scene at the city gate is dif- 
ferent, however. They note that when Boaz brings up the piece of land 
owned by Naomi, it is the first time we have heard about it. Boaz is using this 
probably worthless piece of land as a way of making himself look good. He 
wants to marry Ruth, but because she is a Moabite, his reputation in the 
community is likely to be lowered. So he publicly asks the next of kin if he 
will redeem land. The unnamed next of kin reluctantly agrees, because it is 
the honorable thing to do. But then Boaz tells him that on the same day that 
he redeems the field, Boaz will marry Ruth. At this point Fewell and Gunn 
are reading a slightly different text than most translators.!° Their translation 
alters the picture significantly. Boaz’s imminent marriage to Ruth means that 
Naomi may have an heir to whom the piece of land would ultimately revert. 
At this point the next of kin bows out. Boaz then magnanimously agrees 
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both to redeem the land and to marry Ruth. His marriage announcement is 
couched in terms of levirate marriage, even though that institution doesn’t 
apply to a Moabite daughter-in-law. By describing the marriage in terms of 
raising up an heir for Naomi’s dead husband, he makes himself look good in 
the eyes of the men. 17 

Fewell and Gunn write: “Why the public confrontation? Because the 
essence of Boaz’s operation here is public. He is in the business of effecting a 
dubious marriage in such a way as to make it a public triumph. He is a pillar 
of society and determined to remain that way. The name of the game is Pub- 
lic Relations and he is a master of it.” 18 They conclude their consideration of 
Boaz with these words: 


So what is the measure of Boaz’s faithfulness? His willingness to pay trib- 
ute to the patriarchy and subordinate all else to its rule? Viewed from one 
angle Boaz is as trapped by the patriarchy as Naomi, though he is trapped 
in privilege, she in dependency. Viewed from another, he is instrumental 
in mocking the system. He wishes to marry the Moabite woman and does 
so. His profession of commitment to the name of the dead is hollow. He 
cares no more for Mahlon and Elimelech than does the narrator. They are 
but weapons in his hand as he defeats one set of prejudices by wielding 
another. The measure of his faithfulness, then, surely lies somewhere else, 
somewhere in his offer of grain, and the spreading of a wing, in the exer- 
cise of hesed [= hesed| for mixed reasons, in a compromised world. Or is 
that too kind to Boaz?!? 


Like Bal, Fewell and Gunn see Boaz as a character who has mixed motives, as 
have all the characters in the story. They are all human, yet out of the tangle 
of human interactions God’s redemption occurs. Nevertheless Ruth emerges 
in Fewell and Gunn’s reading as the hero. 


Perhaps she [Ruth] was recognized by Naomi as the real redeemer in this 
story. Perhaps not. Perhaps the gate of Boaz’s people did come to consider 
her a woman of worth—like the woman of worth in Proverbs 31, a 
woman subservient, and thus valuable, to the patriarchy. Perhaps they 
only thought of her as Obed’s (surrogate?) mother. Or perhaps, just per- 
haps, a few saw her as a woman of great strength and determination, a 
redeemer, in her own right, deserving of her own story, a woman worth 
more than seven sons of Israel.”° 


How do we evaluate these diverse perspectives? Ruth is a story with many 
gaps. Depending on how these gaps are filled, different readings result.*! 
One reading is not better than another. There is some overlap, but where 
there is contradiction, it results from the polyvalence of the text, rather than 
from one interpreter reading correctly and another incorrectly. 
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Ruth is a hero as understood by Trible, LaCocque, Bal, and Fewell and 
Gunn. Although they differ in significant ways in their understanding of the 
book of Ruth, on this there is general agreement. 

In the years since the first edition of this book was written, two issues have 
become important. The first is the question of possible female authorship, or 
at least of female voices and culture being heard or reflected in the story. 
Athalya Brenner and Fokkelien van Dijk-Hemmes have raised this latter 
question especially clearly, but others have also contributed to the discus- 
sion.”* Although it is impossible to be certain, it seems likely that women’s 
interests are being communicated in the book of Ruth, at least indirectly. 
Nevertheless, given the androcentric nature of the larger culture, women’s 
voices have also surely been filtered through the lens of patriarchy. 

Given modern tensions over immigration and colonialism in many parts of 
the world, the second issue has to do with Ruth’s status as an immigrant. The 
issue is partly economic and partly ethnic. Aware of the problems of foreign 
laborers in Israel, Athalya Brenner reflects on how marriage between a foreign 
worker and a native Israeli, though rare, enhances the position of the foreigner 
today, but does not allow full assimilation. Similarly, she writes: “Foreigners may 
be accepted; less so if they are of the underprivileged classes and women; and full 
integration, even in the case of Ruth, an exemplary female character in many 
ways, is in fact impossible. The variables of class, occupation and femaleness 
usually override those of foreignness and personal excellence—then and now.””? 

Judith McKinlay, a white woman from New Zealand, reads the story of 
Ruth in the context of the tensions between the dominant Pakeha/Palagi 
(non—South Pacific) culture and the indigenous Maori people. Given the fact 
that the Israelites, at least according to the biblical story, conquered Canaan, 
then Ruth may be compared to one of the Maori. She says: “My fear is that 
there is a seemingly coherent insider mythos of the book of Ruth that all too 
easily reinforces a sadly persisting and pervading colonial ethos. Moabite 
mothers beware! Pakeha/palagi women read very carefully.”4 

Laura Donaldson and Musa W. Dube have similar concerns, but they write 
from different social locations. Donaldson, of Cherokee Indian descent, and 
Dube, an African South African (her terminology for nonwhite, black, or 
indigenous South African), identify with Orpah, who refused to abandon her 
own people, rather than Ruth who assimilated with the then-dominant cul- 
ture. Donaldson writes: 


[Mly responsibility as a person of Cherokee descent and as an informed 
biblical reader transforms Ruth’s positive value into a negative and Orpah’s 
negative value into a positive. Such is the epistemological vertigo inspired 
by reading in the contact zone. . . . I can only hope that my indigenization 
of Ruth has located new meaning in the interaction between biblical text 
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and American Indian context—a meaning that resists imperial exegesis 
and contributes to the empowerment of aboriginal peoples everywhere.” 


Dube uses the genre of fictional letters between Orpah and Ruth to make 
her point. In this way she brings Orpah to life, who otherwise is silent after 
Naomi and Ruth return to Bethlehem. In one of her letters, Orpah explains 
to Ruth: “I had to return to my old widowed mother who, like Naomi, did 
not have any son or husband left. It was also right that I should return to my 
people and religion, for Naomi herself was returning to her people and reli- 
gion. I have continued in this court, serving my mother and my country as 
the regent queen and priestess. . . . These are the true words of Orpah, who 
returned to her mother’s house and to her Gods.”?° 

Katharine Sakenfeld raises a concern related to those of Brenner, McKin- 
lay, Donaldson, and Dube. From her travels in Asia and work with poor 
Asian women, she is concerned about the sexual exploitation of such young 
women. Reflecting on Ruth’s risky initiative with Boaz, she writes: 


When marriage will not provide economic stability, however meager, or a 
husband is not available, women turn to some form of employment to sup- 
port themselves and their families. All too often, the seeming best or only 
option is to sell their bodies. And in many cases, they are tricked into doing 
that even when it is their intention to take other employment, such as 
domestic work. The story of Ruth has a “happy ending” within its own cul- 
tural context, as marriage, security, and a boy baby are the outcome of Ruth's 
initiative. But women cannot always realistically count on such an ending.” 


Sarojini Nadar, a South African Indian Christian interpreter, writes from 
the context of the Indian tradition of Sati, in which traditionally Hindu wid- 
ows burnt themselves to death on their husbands’ funeral pyres. Although 
this extreme practice is not practiced among the South African Indians, the 
mind-set has carried over in that widows often feel that their only hope of 
survival dies with their husband. Thus, Nadar sees in the story of Ruth a 
model of a widow who does not resign herself to destitution, but rather per- 
sistently and creatively struggles to survive.78 

What can we make of such a diversity of voices? If the story was told in the 
postexilic period and its intent was to challenge those who objected to foreign 
women, then in that context it can be viewed as a progressive, positive story. 
In addition, the fact that women are the primary actors and, with the help of 
a cooperative man and presumably God, are able to turn their destitution into 
fullness may also be applauded. Nevertheless, from a contemporary perspec- 
tive, the happy ending of the book of Ruth should not make us insensitive to 
concerns about the ways majority cultures often mute the voices of women 
and minorities and the continuing problems of sexploitation. 
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The book of Esther, like Ruth, is historical fiction. It was written in the post- 
exilic period, and the setting is the Persian court. Although the book is 
named after its female protagonist, the character Esther has not always fared 
very well in commentaries. The story is well known. King Ahasuerus 
(Xerxes) banishes Queen Vashti when she refuses to display herself with 
(only?) her crown on before his guests at a banquet (Esth. 1). After much 
preparation, Esther is chosen as the new queen (Esth. 2). 

Meanwhile, Haman has been made the king’s deputy and Mordecai, 
Esther’s cousin, has refused to bow down to Haman. Haman then decides to 
get rid of all the Jews. He gets the king’s permission to write a royal decree to 
this effect and seal it with his ring (Esth. 3). When Mordecai hears about it, 
he puts on mourning clothes and wails in the street (Esth. 4:1). 

Mordecai then advises Esther to go to the king. She responds that she can- 
not without his invitation, but Mordecai encourages her with his famous 
lines: “Do not think that in the king’s palace you will escape any more than 
all the other Jews. For if you keep silence at such a time as this, relief and 
deliverance will rise for the Jews from another quarter, but you and your 
father’s family will perish. Who knows? Perhaps you have come to royal dig- 
nity for just such a time as this” (Esth. 4:13—14). 

In Esther 5, Esther puts on her royal robes and stands at the inner court 
of the king’s palace. The king, seeing her, bids her come in. She then invites 
him and Haman to a banquet that evening. At the banquet, the king asks her 
what she wants, and she invites them to yet another banquet the following 
evening. 

Esther 6 describes the king reading the record books one night when he 
cannot sleep. He is thus reminded of how Mordecai had saved his life by dis- 
covering an assassination plot. So he asks Haman how he should honor 
someone, and Haman, thinking he is referring to himself, suggests lavish cer- 
emonies. He is mortified to learn that the recipient is his enemy Mordecai 
and that he, Haman, is to carry out the honors that Mordecai is to receive. 

In Esther 7 the second banquet sees Haman’s downfall. Esther tells the 
king how Haman has planned the destruction of her people. Haman is sen- 
tenced to die on the same gallows that he has built for Mordecai. Esther 8 
describes how a new edict is sent out under the king’s seal. This edict allows 
the Jews to defend themselves against their attackers (the old edict cannot be 
revoked, as Persian laws were irrevocable). In Esther 9, the destruction of 
75,000 anti-Semites is recorded. Then the biblical story concludes by saying 
that these days should be remembered in the annual festival of Purim, the 
word pur meaning “lot,” since the lot had been cast against the Jews (Esth. 


9:26-32). 
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Renita Weems considers the characters of both Vashti and Esther in her 
study of the book of Esther.” In thinking about Vashti’s refusal to display 
herself before the king’s banquet, she writes: 


The story of Vashti’s reign stands as a valuable lesson about the enormous 
pressures, demands, and responsibilities upon women who live public lives. 
It isa memorial to the price often extracted of public women when they step 
outside of their prescribed roles. Nancy Reagan, Rosalynn Carter, Eleanor 
Roosevelt—wives of modern American presidents—come to mind.*° 


Weems says that it may seem old-fashioned to talk about women whose 
power and influence are based on their relationship with their husbands. 
However, some of the most important contributions made by women in our 
history have been made by wives of political and religious figures.°! 

Weems also suggests that the king’s experience with Vashti may have soft- 
ened him up a bit. When Esther appears at the door to his inner court, he is 
more open to listen to her. This suggests that we have a responsibility to 
remember and celebrate the female leaders who paved the way for others. 
Weems concludes: 


If the truth be told, we today are who we are—if we are anybody— 
because some woman, somewhere, stooped down long enough that we 
might climb on her back and ride piggyback into the future. 

Ask Queen Esther.*? 


On the other hand, Susan Niditch believes that Vashti and Esther are 
being contrasted as wise and foolish. 


A number of modern feminist writers have, in fact, found their heroine 
in Vashti, their empathy with her, while regarding Esther as a weak col- 
laborator with tyranny, an antifeminist. . . . For the writer of Esther, how- 
ever, Vashti’s foolishness is the foil for Esther's wisdom, justifies her 
dismissal, and indeed from a narrative point of view is the spark that com- 
mences the story.*? 


Sidnie Ann White notes that Mordecai is often thought of as a stronger 
character than Esther.*4 For example, Carey Moore writes, “Between Morde- 
cai and Esther the greater hero is Mordecai, who supplied the brains while 
Esther simply followed his directions.”>°> White argues just the opposite: 


The Jews in the Diaspora . . . are in the position of the weak, as a subor- 
dinate population under the dominant Persian government. They must 
adjust to their lack of immediate political and economic power and learn 
to work within the system to gain what power they can. In the book of 
Esther, their role model for this adjustment is Esther. Not only is she a 
woman, a member of a perpetually subordinate population, but she is an 
orphan, a powerless member of Jewish society. Therefore, her position in 
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society is constantly precarious, as was the position of the Jews in the 
Diaspora. With no native power of her own owing to her sex or position 
in society, Esther must learn to make her way among the powerful and to 
cooperate with others in order to make herself secure.*° 


White points out that although Esther’s joining a harem sounds degrading to 
modern readers, in the period in which the story is set, it is an acceptable 
means of gaining power. The narrator does not intimate that Esther should 
be condemned for her willingness to try out for the position of queen.*” In 
addition, oppressed people often must use whatever means are available to 
them to survive. 

Although Mordecai is often hailed as the hero of the story, he initiates the 
crisis by his refusal to bow down to Haman. No reason is stated for his 
refusal. Perhaps it is because he is Jewish, but there are other examples of Jews 
bowing down to officials without condemnation. For example, Joseph's 
brothers bow down to him as ruler (Gen. 42:6). Mordecai appears foolish. 
He does not come across as the wise courtier.>® 

In addition, Mordecai’s reaction to hearing about the edict to destroy the 
Jews is not helpful. The putting on of mourning clothes and wailing in the 
city streets (Esth. 4:1) reveals his panic. This is an acceptable way of express- 
ing grief, but it does not solve the problem.*? 

When Mordecai informs Esther of the edict and tells her to go to the king, 
her reluctance is based on an objective understanding of reality. Going inside 
the inner court of the king uninvited means death. Nevertheless, when 
Mordecai sends his famous message, Esther springs into action. From this 
point on, she is in charge. Esther 4 ends, “Mordecai then went away and did 
everything as Esther had ordered him.” Esther’s plan uses indirect methods 
of persuasion common among oppressed people, including women. It works 
beautifully.4° White concludes: 


Her conduct throughout the story has been a masterpiece of feminine 
skill. From beginning to end, she does not make a misstep. While in the 
harem, she earns the favor of Hegai [the chief eunuch], and follows his 
advice and the advice of Mordecai, both experienced in the ways of the 
court. She wins the king’s heart, becomes queen and then, when danger 
threatens, skillfully negotiates her tricky course. She is a model for the 
successful conduct of life in the often uncertain world of the Diaspora. 
The fact that she is a woman emphasizes the plight of the Jew in the Dias- 
pora: the once-powerful Jewish nation has become a subordinate minor- 
ity within a foreign empire, just as Esther, as a woman, is subject to the 
dominant male. However, by accepting the reality of a subordinate posi- 
tion and learning to gain power by working within the structure rather 
than against it, the Jew can build a successful and fulfilling life in the 
Diaspora, as Esther does in the court of Ahasuerus.*! 
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Thus White sees Esther not only as heroic but as a model for the Jews in the 
Diaspora. 

LaCocque sees the subversiveness of the book of Esther in its implication 
that the fate of Israel lies with the fate of the dispersed Jews. He makes sev- 
eral points that are of interest to us here. One of them has to do with the 
humor in the story. LaCocque notes the absurdity of the grotesque excesses: 
Vashti the queen is a mere sex object, Ahasuerus issues a royal edict that 
throughout his kingdom husbands will be masters of their homes, and the 
beauty contest for the new Miss Persia will deliver to the king the most beau- 
tiful woman in the kingdom, who after one night with the king will be sent 
to the harem where she will stay until the king desires her services. The book 
of Esther does not describe ancient reality; it is a satire.43 

A contrast is made between the king, who appears very weak and stupid, 
and the edicts that issue from him, which are irrevocable. The point, how- 
ever, is not simply to put down Persian law. It is to condemn a way of think- 
ing about law that had become common at that time. LaCocque writes: 


[Esther] is the story of the clash between two laws and, beyond that, 
between two world views. One could also define the problem as a contest 
between two inviolabilities. The denouement of the story will show that 
what is inviolable is the Jewish people, not an abstraction such as the “Per- 
sian law” (6:13; cf. 4:14). When ideology prevails over humanity, the 
machine indiscriminately crushes friends and foes.“4 


Danna Fewell makes a similar point. She writes: 


One might also see in “the law that cannot be changed” a veiled reference 
to Torah. As authoritative scripture, Torah holds pride of place in Jewish 
tradition. As such its text must be preserved. On the other hand, texts 
that cannot change are stagnant texts. They become absurd, like those in 
the story world of Esther, creating massive instability despite their 
attempt to stabilize. One way to introduce change without changing the 
text itself is to add another voice to the dialogue. Esther, as it were, elbows 
its way into the canon of authoritative texts, demanding a hearing and 
making room for the new holiday of Purim. This text, like rabbinic com- 
mentary, keeps the canon from beraming a law that cannot change; it 
helps to keep the canon alive and talking.” 


The points made by LaCocque and Fewell, like the one Bal believes is 
being made in the book of Ruth, are about the necessity of reinterpreting old 
laws. Bal’s treatment of Esther, like that of Weems, considers the relationship 
between Vashti and Esther. However, her approach is different. She writes: 


Vashti is necessary to produce Esther. In the plot, the elimination of the 
former produces the vacancy necessary for the latter, hence, for the 
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unfolding of the plot. But there is more to this narrative status of the first 
queen. As an agent of ideological reflection she is eliminated for the sake 
of the ideology of male dominance. But she is eliminated only to 
reemerge in Esther, who takes her place, avenging her punishment by 
turning disobedience into access to power. Vashti’s refusal to be an object 
of display is in a sense a refusal to be objectivized, hence, to be robbed of 
her subjectivity. Esther’s insistence on appearing, albeit using the tools of 
display (5:1: “On the third day, Esther put on her royal robes . . .”), is the 
positive version of Vashti’s negative act; she appears not for show but for 
action, not as sheer possession but as self-possessed subject, and to drive 
this continuity between Esther and Vashti home, it is now she who makes 
the king appear at her banquet.*° 


Bal is also concerned about the way the book of Esther acts as a mirror for 
the reader. In it we can see ourselves. The important task is not to seek the 
historical origin of Purim, the Jewish festival that the events in the book of 
Esther supposedly inaugurate. Rather, Bal concludes: 


When the lot has determined that another people is now subject to dan- 
ger, the critic reading “Esther” cannot innocently submit to lots. For obe- 
dience was shown to be the wrong attitude. It is an ironic misreading 
of the mirror of “Esther” to see the scroll as only about the history of 
the Jews and one of their festivals. By reading the text as about reading- 
writing, one is led to reflect upon all the issues intricated with it: gender, 
power, and the state, genocide and otherness, submission and agency. In 
short, upon history.*” 


In other words, the book of Esther is about more than past history. It calls its 
readers to reflect and presumably act in the challenges to human dignity that 
confront us today. 

Klara Butting agrees. She sees the book of Esther as having been written 
by women, who were rewriting the Joseph story, thus focusing not only on 
the oppression of the Jews, but also of women. In so doing, they encourage 
contemporary readers to follow in their paths: 


The authors testify with their procedure that the Bible wants to be an inter- 
locutor, not an authority. They recognize the deity witnessed therein as a 
deity that invites examination of all transmitted texts, in order to determine 
whether their God talk legitimizes and reassures the suppression of women 
and men. In the dispute over biblical texts, the book of Esther is interesting 
for feminist hermeneutics. Feminists, in their discussion of the Bible, can 
go on from here. We are encouraged to find evidence of the liberating deity 
in biblical texts and, at the same time, stimulated to testify to this deity by 
telling the story anew and after a critical analysis of the existing record.*® 
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Madipoane Masenya, an African—South African biblical scholar who calls 
her way of reading Bosadi (womanhood), finds disturbing elements in the 
story of Esther. Unlike Sidnie White, she believes that although the book 
bears Esther’s name, it is really more about Mordecai than Esther. In addi- 
tion, she is concerned that the upper-class nature of the story renders it 
unhelpful to most African women. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, 
from an African—South African perspective the story is troubling. The Jews, 
the foreigners, are God’s chosen people and the indigenous Persians are the 
“other” group. The Jews are cruel to many innocent Persians in revenge for 
Haman’s plan, which was never carried out; Esther even asks for a second day 
of killing. In the context where the indigenous South Africans were brutal- 
ized by Christian Europeans, Esther has painful resonances.*” 

The book of Esther gives us much to ponder: the nature of law, the ways 
in which women achieve their goals, especially in situations when they have 
little power, and the use of humor and satire to make important points. 
Esther is a much stronger, more positive character than she might at first 
appear to modern readers, though the story is not without some disturbing 
elements. 


SUSANNA AND JUDITH 


Although the stories of Susanna and Judith are not included in the Hebrew 
Bible or in the Protestant canon, they are part of the Roman Catholic and 
Eastern Orthodox Bibles, as well as being included in the Apocrypha in the 
King James Bible. We do not know why they were omitted from the 
Hebrew canon. They are very similar to Ruth and Esther. They share the same 
literary genre, and their religio-political stands are perhaps no more subver- 
sive. Nevertheless Susanna’s story is less subtle in its condemnation of the reli- 
gious establishment. 

Whatever the reasons for the exclusion of these stories from the Hebrew 
and Protestant Christian canons, they are worthy of consideration by Jews 
and Protestants. They are both wonderful stories that read well. Judith is the 
more feminist of the two stories, but Susanna is high drama and should not 
be missed. 


Susanna 
Susanna is a virtuous Jew from a well-to-do family. She is also very beautiful. 


Her name, which means “lily,” occurs as a name nowhere else in the Hebrew 
Bible. The word “lily,” however, occurs numerous times in the Song of Songs 


196 HELPMATES, HARLOTS, AND HEROES 


(also known as the Song of Solomon). Thus, Susanna is so-named probably 
to evoke the beautiful woman of the Song of Songs.*! 

Two elders see her walking about her garden daily and lust after her (Dan. 
13:1-8). They then plot to satisfy their lust (Dan. 13:9-14). While she is in 
her garden, they confront her with the choice of sexual intercourse or, if she 
refuses, their accusation of the same (Dan. 13:15—21). The accusation of two 
elders would mean death. 

Susanna refuses, is accused, and is being taken to her death, when the wise 
young Daniel intervenes (Dan. 13:22—46). He cross-examines the elders, 
asking them near which tree in the garden the alleged adultery took place. 
The elders give different answers, thus exposing their lie (Dan. 13:47-59). 
They are then executed (Dan. 13:60-62). 

The story is undoubtedly modeled after the story of Potiphar’s wife accus- 
ing Joseph of adultery (Gen. 39). Of course, here the sexes of accuser(s) and 
accused are reversed.>? 

LaCocque suggests that a story of a child teaching the guardians of tradi- 
tion has to have had a subversive aim. The point is that religious authority 
does not lie simply in good exegesis, but in the Spirit. This becomes espe- 
cially subversive when the bad guys in the story turn out to be not minor 
members of society, but elders on whose authority the community relies.* 

Susanna is the hero of the story, but her role is sometimes considered to be 
secondary to that of Daniel. Certainly, compared to the elders, the villains of 
the story, she is a hero. Certainly Daniel, the young sage who saves Susanna, 
is a hero, without whom Susanna would be just another innocent victim. The 
impression that Daniel is the “real” hero of the story is created by the conclu- 
sion of the story, which focuses on Daniel. Toni Craven comments: 


The importance of Susanna’ voice in the narrative’s conclusion is not noted. 
To judge that she was found innocent only because the boy Daniel spoke in 
her defense would be comparable to saying that Daniel survived the lions 
den in Bel and the Dragon [another apocryphal story] only because 
Habakkuk came to him (14:33-39). But twice the text says more. Before 
the judges, “Susanna groaned and said, ‘I am completely trapped. For if I do 
this, it will mean death for me; if I do not, I cannot escape your hands. I 
choose not to do it; I will fall into your hands, rather than sin in the sight 
of the Lord.’ Then Susanna cried out with a loud voice” (wv. 22—24a). Con- 
demned to death, “Then Susanna cried out with a loud voice and said, ‘O 
eternal God, you know what is secret and are aware of all things before they 
come to be; you know that these men have given false evidence against me. 
And now I am to die, though I have done none of the wicked things that 
they have charged against me!” (vv. 42—43). So it happened that, “The Lord 
heard her cry. Just as she was being led off to execution, God stirred up the 
holy spirit of a young lad named Daniel” (vv. 44—45). She proved her inno- 
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cence and dedication to the law when she decided not to sin with the elders 
(v. 23). Though seemingly trapped in a situation in which social convention 
allowed men of age and rank to determine her fate, she found a voice to 
refuse the elders and cry out to God. God heard her prayer. But in the end, 
the narrative overlooks her and credits Daniel.>4 


Craven believes that to miss Susanna’s central role in the story is a mistake. 
After all, Susanna is the name by which the story is remembered.>° 

Amy-Jill Levine views the story more ambivalently. Although virtuous, 
Susanna appears to be an upper-class woman with nothing better to do than 
pamper herself. Compared with Esther, or even Ruth, she does not fare well. 
Although she prays for help, she is not otherwise involved in her own rescue. 
In addition, the taint of the charge of adultery clings to her, even after she has 
been vindicated, as it does to many today who have been similarly charged. 
She concludes: 


Susanna’s exile from the peace and privacy of her own garden, the diaspora 
setting of the text, its problematic canonical history, and the marginaliza- 
tion of the modern Jewish woman engaged in analysis interweave around 
shifting borders. What may be celebrated from one perspective may be con- 
demned from another. Susanna’s freedom from domestic responsibilities 
may indicate to some the economic success of the diaspora community; to 
others it signals complacency and indolence. For some she is a heroine 
whose righteousness is recognized by heaven; for others she is a weak figure 
unable or unwilling to protest her own innocence in the public sphere until 
seemingly too late. Recognition of class differences provokes an entry into 
the critique of Susanna-as-character and thereby allows exploration of inter- 
textually negative associations. Recognition of her marginalized position as 
a woman leads to the discovery of the relationship between the constructs 
of gender and ethnicity in Hellenistic Jewish narratives. Recognition of the 
value of her education, her piety and her prayer reinstates a more positive 
social role for Jewish women, which is often overlooked by those wedded to 
Christian or select rabbinic constructions. I have asked questions that arise 
from my own various, marginalized situations. The explorations they gen- 
erate and the tentative answers those explorations provide incorporate all 
fellow travelers across religious and sexual borders into the ongoing re- 
creation of Jewish history, of women’s history, of human history.°° 


Susanna is a story that on some levels is emotionally satisfying. Truth 
prevails, the hypocritical wrongdoers are punished, and the virtuous are 
vindicated. In addition, there is created a tradition of cross-examination of 
witnesses that can protect the weak and vulnerable. Nevertheless, feminist 
readers will be uncomfortable with the fact that it is a woman who is lacking 
in power and it is a man who has the wits to save her, thus leaving these 
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stereotypes in place. When Joseph is falsely accused by a woman, he goes to 
jail but eventually through his own God-given gifts is released. Susanna does 
pray to God and God answers her through Daniel, but we would be happier 
if the answer came through Susanna herself, or at least from another woman. 


Judith 


Judith is a much longer and more complex story than Susanna and one in 
which Judith is unquestionably the hero. Indeed, she is perhaps the strongest 
Hebrew hero in all of biblical literature. Again we are dealing with historical 
fiction. Nebuchadnezzar is depicted as king of the Assyrians. In real life he 
was the hated Babylonian king who exiled the Israelites. Holofernes is his 
general. In the first half of the story (Jdt. 1-7), Holofernes wins the alle- 
giance of many cities and countries who then bow down to Nebuchadnezzar 
as God. On the way to Jerusalem, Holofernes arrives at the fictional Israelite 
town of Bethulia and cuts off their water supply. The situation is tense, and 
the council of elders has decided to hold out five more days. However, if God 
doesn't save them by then, they will surrender rather than all die. 

At this point (chap. 8) Judith, a wealthy widow, appears on the scene, scolds 
the elders for their lack of faith, and declares she has a plan. After a long prayer 
(chap. 9), she goes to the Assyrian camp (chap. 10), persuades Holofernes to 
believe that she has defected (chap. 11), and succeeds in getting him to fall in 
love with her (chap. 12). While he is drunk, she chops off his head and returns 
to Bethulia (chap. 13). When the Assyrians discover the murder, they go crazy 
and the Bethulians kill a large number of them (chaps. 14—15). 

They celebrate Judith, who lives to one hundred and five. She never 
remarries, although she has many suitors. Her only companion is her favorite 
maid, who was along with her when she killed Holofernes. In the end, she 
gives her maid her freedom (chaps. 15—16). 

As in the story of Susanna, the primary point of this story is criticism of 
the establishment, but here the accent is a little different. The religious lead- 
ers are seen as too ready to compromise on important points and not flexible 
enough on lesser matters. In thinking about the roles of Judith, Esther, and 
Ruth in preserving and shaping tradition, Craven writes: 


Judith and her canonical sisters Esther and Ruth conserve ancient reli- 
gious truth and preserve the life of the covenant community in ways suit- 
able to their times. Each woman does her own kind of work in a man’s 
world. In Ruth and Judith, women bind together for mutual support. 
Ruth has the counsel of Naomi; Judith has the help of her favorite maid. 
In Esther and Judith, political concerns motivate sexual involvements. 
Esther wins the favor of Ahasuerus as the most pleasing maiden in the 
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Persian empire; Judith dares much with Holofernes as a daughter of Israel 
feigning escape. Ruth, Esther, and Judith teach that certain conventions 
may be forced to give way so that tradition can be faithfully preserved. No 
unalterable set of prescriptions regarding appropriate female behavior for- 
bids their participation in the process of modifying tradition. And no 
small debt is owed these women of scripture for their part in the hermeneu- 
tical process of continuity and change.*’ 


Like Jael before her, Judith has sometimes been condemned for her decep- 
tion and murder. She does use deception, but women and other characters 
who lack physical strength or structural power often must resort to devious 
means in order to achieve noble ends. 

Judith is reminiscent of Jael. She also reflects quite a few other biblical 
women. LaCocque writes: “The book [Judith] is an anthology of texts about, 
and allusions to, other women in the Bible: Miriam, Deborah, Jael, Sarah, 
Rebekah, Rachel, Tamar, Naomi, Ruth, and Abigail, among others. Parallels 
with Esther and Susanna also are clear. In fact, the cumulative effect is strik- 
ing; it amounts to a panegyric of the biblical woman.”*8 

It is worthwhile to catalog the allusions. Judith is a rich widow (Jdt. 8:7). 
This is an unusual combination in Hebrew society. Her wealth indicates that 
she is a wise manager, like the “good” wife praised in Proverbs 31. However, 
she is also an independent woman. This puts her in the same category with 
Shiphrah and Puah, Miriam, Rahab, the woman of Endor, the Queen of 
Sheba, the wise woman of Tekoa, and Huldah. Like Abigail, Bathsheba, and 
Ruth, she is a widow. These widows are all related, one way or another, to 
David. LaCocque writes: 


The accumulation in the Judith story of lies, deceits, double entendres, assas- 
sinations, as well as the beauty of the woman, make one think not only of the 
episode of the rape of Dinah by the Shechemites [séc] in Genesis 34, but also 
of the triangle David—Bathsheba—Uriah in 2 Samuel 11. As to the beheading 
of Holofernes, the parallel with 1 Sam. 17:51, David drawing Goliath's own 
sword to decapitate him, is striking. As Judith brings back Holofernes’s head 
to Bethulia and dedicates to God what she had taken from the general’s tent, 
so had David done with the head of Goliath and the weapons that he 
brought “to Jerusalem,” meaning that he dedicated the Philistine trophy to 
God. In more than one way, Judith is David in the feminine.’ 


But Judith is also a female version of a more recent Hebrew hero, Judas 
Maccabeus. Again, LaCocque writes: 


Judith is subversive by showing that a woman can take the lead and 
become the model of faith and martyrdom, while “elders” recoil in the 
holes of their complacency. Judith is not only a David redivivus of sorts, 
she is Judas Maccabee in the feminine; her very name says as much 
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(cf. 1 Macc. 3:1-9). At the time of the composition of Judith, it was 
160 


surely not a trivial feat to feminize the hero of the day! 

Judith never remarries. The church fathers were impressed with her 
chastity, but modern feminists are impressed with Judith for different rea- 
sons. Patricia Montley sees Judith as the archetypal androgyne. She combines 
elements of the soldier and the seductress that are culturally defined in the 
West as masculine and feminine. Montley writes, “Judith embodies yet 
somehow transcends the male/female dichotomy.”°! 

Judith is a new kind of woman. She is independent, in need of no male 
protector. She uses both traditional feminine wiles and more masculine 
strategies. LaCocque believes that Judith “announces a new era.”® She rep- 
resents all the biblical women that have gone before her, and yet she is alto- 
gether a new creation. 

Judith also has in common with Ruth self-sacrifice. Their sacrifices result 
in better lives for those whom they love. Naomi is too old to have the law of 
the levirate marriage apply to her, so Ruth substitutes for her. As a result, the 
story ends happily for everyone. Similarly, Judith substitutes herself for the 
elders who do not do their job properly. LaCocque writes: 


Judith substitutes herself, as a propitiatory sacrifice, to an establishment 
that has lost its head, much before Holofernes loses his for other reasons. 
When those in charge of the public protection are disheartened and thus 
expose their protégés, these must either undergo slaughter or take their fate 
in their own hands—thus, perhaps saving themselves and their appointed 
leaders. How they do that may take different forms. According to Isaiah 
and Zechariah, the Servant goes through substitutive suffering and death, 
and God only can change his failure into victory, his death into life. The 
book of Judith, influenced as it is by a Hellenistic world view, stresses 
instead heroic substitution, and Judith’s victory is not postmortem, although 
it is in extremis. In both cases, the results are comparable and the premises 
similar. Of the two, Judith is perhaps to us more understandable and 
imitable than is the Suffering Servant—but, ultimately, Judith saves only 
Bethulia, whereas the Servant of YHWH redeems the world.°? 


The notion of self-sacrifice recalls a different sort of female sacrifice, that 
of Jephthah’s daughter. Jephthah’s daughter allows her father to sacrifice her, 
although she may not have had many practical alternatives. Nevertheless 
there is an element of acquiescence in the story. Her sacrifice probably served 
no real purpose and was the result of her father’s stupid vow. Judith’s self- 
sacrifice is the result of her own free choice. It is wise and careful. Further- 
more, it preserves a whole Israelite town from destruction. 

Thus Judith is a new woman in another sense. Not only is she indepen- 
dent. Not only is she able to act in ways that are thought of as feminine 
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and masculine. She is also able to give of herself in ways that are public, con- 
structive, and self-chosen. She gives of herself, not because it is her role to be 
the supportive wife and mother or because she has little choice. She gives of 
herself, not simply in the domestic sphere. She gives of herself, using her 
mind, her feminine charms, and her masculine military prowess. She gives of 
herself to achieve for the public good what no one else in her town dared to 
imagine. She risks much, both in terms of her virtue with Holofernes and her 
reputation back home, where her actions are most unusual. She comes out 
the victor and with her all her compatriots win. 

Great danger to the public calls for citizens to risk their lives and their rep- 
utations. This is true even if our actions are not always understood or hailed, 
as Judith’s were. Eileen Schuller notes that Judith’s story is remembered and 
retold by Latin American women who are involved in the struggle to liberate 
their people. Judith is a model, not just for women, but for everyone who 
would like to make an impact on the world. She teaches us courage, disre- 
gard for petty conventions, and vision. Where these three abide, hope for a 
better world cannot die. 

The one fly in the ointment in Judith’s story is the fact that after she has 
saved Bethulia, she withdraws from public life. If she had been male, we 
would have expected her dramatic rescue of her town to have been the begin- 
ning of a long and successful political career. Amy-Jill Levine writes: 


All that remains of the intrusion of Judith’s otherness into the public 
realm is her ‘fame’ (16.23). That is, her deed become incorporated into 
public memory and public discourse, and it is thereby controlled. Yet each 
time her story is told, this woman who represented the community as well 
as exceeded that representation will both reinforce and challenge Bethu- 
lia’s—and the reader’s—gender-determined ideology.® 


On the other hand, there are some modern male parallels to Judith’s early 
retirement, notably George Washington. Rising to meet a community chal- 
lenge, then returning to private life is perhaps a more noble pattern than the 
modern one in which politicians, both male and female, seek their own 
power and status more than what is truly good for the community. 


CONCLUSIONS 


Ruth, Esther, Susanna, and Judith are strong, virtuous women. They are role 
models, not just for women, but for people of faith regardless of gender. 
Although short in length, these stories go a long way toward providing a 
counterbalance to the many texts with which Jewish and Christian feminists 
struggle. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 


. The book of Ruth is about including the excluded, in this case a for- 


eign woman. Who are the excluded in our society or in our religious 
communities who need to be included? In what ways do we expect 
them to change in order to be assimilated into our midst? 


. Women’s friendships are very important to many women. Is there a 


difference in the value that women and men place on same-sex rela- 
tionships? What about friendships that cross cultural and racial lines? 


. Based on your understanding of the books of Ruth and Esther, how 


should we deal with biblical laws that seem archaic and oppressive? 


. Did Vashti have any choice when she was summoned to appear before 


the king and his revelers “in her crown”? Have you ever been caught in 
a similar situation? (Be broad in your interpretation of “similar.”) 


. How do you feel about the privileges and the responsibilities of 


women who are married to public officials? 


. Esther combines the sexual, spiritual, and vocational in her actions to 


save her people. How have the vocational, sexual, and spiritual 
aspects of your life related to each other? Is there a difference in the 
way women and men typically integrate these parts of their lives? 


. How do you feel about interracial marriage? 
. Have you ever been unjustly accused? Was there anyone who could 


come to your aid? In what ways could you or did you act to vindicate 
yourself? 


. How prevalent in the contemporary world are the “unjust judge” and 


the “unrighteous elder”? How should we deal with them? 


. Do the ends ever justify the means? If so, when and why? 
. Who are the Judiths, the new women, of today? 
. What are some of the petty conventions in our society that need to be 


bent or changed, and what are some of the fundamentals that should 
not be compromised? 

Should the stories of Susanna and Judith be in the Hebrew and 
Protestant canons of Scripture? Why or why not? 


. Compare Judith with other biblical women like Jael and Jezebel. How 


are they similar and how are they different? 


Part 3 
Reflections 


11 


Summary and Conclusions 


The end of this story about helpmates, harlots, and heroes, as well as victims, 
is rapidly approaching. We have reflected on the variety of feminist interpre- 
tations of these stories, and now, before we try to draw any conclusions, let 
us summarize the story. 

At the outset, we defined feminism and womanism. Feminism is the 
conviction that women are fully human and thus entitled to equal rights and 
privileges, and the critique of patriarchy that flows from this conviction. Wom- 
anism is a term used by many black feminists for their own unique sense of 
identity and worth. Feminist and womanist biblical interpreters read the Bible 
with a special sensitivity to the androcentric and patriarchal nature of many of 
the texts. 

A variety of approaches to interpretation have been taken, from purely lit- 
erary to scientific. Included in some of the approaches are the disciplines of 
archaeology, sociology, and anthropology. 

For many feminist interpreters the androcentric and patriarchal nature of 
the Hebrew Bible has raised the theological issue of the authority of Scrip- 
ture. Again, a variety of responses have been articulated. They range from 
abandonment of the Scriptures as a religiously authoritative source; to the 
discernment of a subversive, liberating strand within Scripture by which the 
rest of Scripture may be judged; to locating the source of authority outside 
the Bible in the community of feminist men and women. 

After a consideration of these philosophical and methodological concerns, 
our account moved to the story of the first woman, Eve. Source of much 
trouble for women, Eve has been interpreted and reinterpreted more than 
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any other biblical woman. She has been viewed as the second, inferior sex 
and as the temptress responsible for humanity’s downfall. 

Phyllis Trible stirred the waters in the 1970s with her interpretation of 
Adam as a sexually undifferentiated earthling. This allowed for the emer- 
gence of male and female from Adam at the same moment in time. More 
recent interpreters have not been so sanguine about the ability of this story 
to be redeemed from androcentrism. Adam is a masculine name, and after 
the creation of Eve, Adam is masculine. 

Thus Adam is at least a protomale before his “operation.” In addition, 
when the first human couple is expelled from the garden, Eve is not even 
mentioned. However much one might like to discover that the sexism is in 
the interpreters, the current consensus is that the text is part of the problem. 
It may not be sexist, but it is androcentric. 

Nevertheless the story of Adam and Eve was never as central in the Bible 
as it has become in the Christian tradition. Some interpreters question 
whether the “fall from grace” approach provides an adequate basis for inter- 
preting the story. However one may decide that issue, within the Old Testa- 
ment the foundational story is God’s liberation of the Hebrew people from 
oppression through the exodus and the giving of the law at Sinai. These, 
rather than the traditions based on the story of Adam and Eve, are the theo- 
logical themes that provided the Old Testament authors with the heart of 
their story. 

From the story of Eve we moved into the rest of Genesis with its matri- 
archs and were pleased with the strength of some of the women characters, 
but disappointed to find many women who are not characterized as fully as 
we would like. Nevertheless we found women whose depictions are in most 
cases somewhat sympathetic. However, they are women who suffer literarily, 
and perhaps suffered in real terms as well, from the strictures of their society. 
Nevertheless we also were surprised at finding that they often fared better in 
the hands of the biblical narrators than of modern interpreters. Rebekah 
especially comes to mind. Perhaps the most positive female figure in Gene- 
sis, she is condemned by commentators because of her use of trickery. 

We found that Sarah was cruel to Hagar. She herself was victimized by her 
limited power, pawned off twice to save her husband, or so he thought. 
Hagar doubly suffered because she was female and servant. Yet we can at least 
celebrate the vision of God that was given her and her unique position in the 
Bible as the only person to give God a name. Rebekah, much more than her 
husband Isaac, was responsible for ensuring that God’s chosen Jacob would 
receive the blessing. 

Rachel and Leah are pitiable, although we can celebrate their cooperation 
that led to Rachel’s giving birth and Leah’s access to Jacob. The events subse- 
quent to Dinah’s sexual experience with Shechem and the near gang rape of 


SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 207 


the daughters of Lot are disturbing. They serve as examples of the powerless- 
ness and low status of women, as well as the group orientation of ancient 
Israelite society. 

The story of the attempted seduction of Joseph by Potiphar’s wife is some- 
what balanced by the story of Tamar’s clever plan to obtain offspring. This 
story sends the message that women are not lethal after all. 

The situation looks up somewhat in Exodus and Numbers. Five women 
cooperate literarily to ensure Moses’ survival. The midwives Shiphrah and 
Puah, Moses’ mother Jochebed and sister Miriam, and Pharaoh’s unnamed 
daughter all act in subversion of Pharaoh’s order to kill Hebrew male babies. 
This is a story of female protagonists. Yet we must keep in mind that the goal 
is the birth and survival of a male hero. 

Moses’ wife Zipporah is an intriguing character about whom we would 
like to know more. The adult Miriam is a strong, independent woman and 
an early leader of the Hebrews. Her role has probably been reduced in the 
retelling of the stories. 

The daughters of Zelophehad won the right to inherit their father’s prop- 
erty in the absence of sons. They have been viewed by some as advancing 
women's rights and by others as mere place holders in a patrilineal inheri- 
tance scheme. Perhaps there is some truth in both positions. 

There is more to celebrate in women’s stories in Exodus and Numbers 
than in Genesis. Nevertheless none of the women receive the full character 
development that Moses receives. Biblical clues suggest that Miriam was of 
equal stature with Moses and Aaron. Nevertheless her importance has likely 
been reduced, while Moses’ story has surely been glorified. Even her song 
seems to have been placed in Moses’ mouth, and she has been left with only 
the opening lines. At least with the clues that are left, we can surmise that the 
historical reality was probably more favorable to Miriam than the historical 
memory of her. 

In the stories in the books of Joshua and Judges, there is a considerable 
amount of violence. Also, there is a juxtaposition of strong women who act 
independently, such as Rahab, Deborah, and Jael, and unnamed women who 
are brutally victimized. In regard to the story of Samson and Delilah, Delilah 
is vilified somewhat unfairly by commentators, since Samson is blinded by 
love and Delilah does not pretend to reciprocate his feelings or hide her goals 
from him. Nevertheless the characterization of her is weak, and there are only 
a few clues about her feelings and motivations. 

On the positive side, Deborah is one of the strongest female leaders in the 
Bible. Called both a judge and a prophet, she functions on many levels. She 
both calls the military leader Barak to prepare for battle (a traditionally mas- 
culine role) and sings a victory song (a traditional female role). She settles 
disputes under a palm tree (a judicial role) and foretells that a woman will get 
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the glory in the upcoming battle (a prophetic role). Jael is also a strong 
woman, but one who fares better in the biblical text than in modern com- 
mentaries, both traditional and feminist. She is often condemned for her 
deception and lack of hospitality. Modern readers would like to know her 
motivations, which are not revealed in the text. 

On the negative side, however, Judges contains more women’s horror sto- 
ries than any other book of the Bible. Here are the stories of the sacrifice of a 
young woman and the gang rape, murder, and dismemberment of a concu- 
bine, which leads to even more violence. Here is also the story of the fiery 
death of an innocent young bride and her family. 

What is worse is that commentators have often glossed over these stories, 
as if they were peripheral details. Feminist interpreters have restored a proper 
“appreciation” for these tales of horror. With the beginning of a more orga- 
nized society under the leadership of a king, we might have hoped for better 
lives for women. Unfortunately, the women in the books of Samuel fare only 
a little better than those in Judges. The extremes disappear. There are no sac- 
rifices of virgin daughters, no gang rapes and murders of young women, no 
fiery deaths of young brides. But there are no leaders like Deborah or strong 
women like Jael. 

In the books of Samuel, Hannah, the mother of Samuel, is shown as a pos- 
itive character but not really a hero. The three named wives of David do not 
fare as well as they should: Michal is treated despicably; Abigail disappears as 
soon as she has fulfilled her role; and Bathsheba is perhaps raped (or, accord- 
ing to some, seduces David) and her husband is murdered before David takes 
her as wife. David’s daughter Tamar is raped by his son, and David doesn’t 
seem at all concerned about her. David is depicted as the great and glorious 
king of Israel and no doubt accomplished much politically. His personal life 
and relationships with women, however, leave his image rather tarnished. 

In the books of Samuel, we meet three independent women: the medium 
of Endor, whom Saul consults; the woman of Tekoa, who confronts David 
with the need for him to call Absalom out of exile; and the wise woman of 
Abel, who saves the town of Abel by convincing the townspeople to surren- 
der the rebel Sheba’s head to Joab. Although we know little of these women, 
their independence is striking. This is especially so considering the literary 
and probably historical dependence of the other women who appear during 
the reigns of Saul and David. 

The story continues in the books of Kings. Here we meet two strong 
women, both foreigners. The Queen of Sheba is a colorful, independent 
woman, whose primary function, however, is to make Solomon look good. 
Nevertheless she represents a tradition of female leadership that is largely alien 
to the Hebrew approach to royalty. Whether she was Arabian or African is 
unclear, but whatever her continent of origin, she was a dark-skinned woman. 
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The strange urban-legend-like story of the two prostitutes demonstrates 
Solomon’s wisdom more than it reveals anything about these flat characters. 
Similarly, the story of the two cannibal mothers is probably a fictionalized 
account written to indicate the social chaos that reigned during a siege. 

In contrast to the positive portrayal of the Queen of Sheba is the negative 
portrayal of Jezebel, wife of King Ahab and daughter of Ethbaal, a Canaan- 
ite king. She is a worshiper of Baal and Asherah and a zealous defender of her 
religious tradition. She locks horns with Elijah in a deadly fight. As a result, 
Jezebel has become a symbol of evil. Although the story of Naboth’s vineyard 
suggests that she is no angel, her vilification is out of proportion with her 
behavior. She is condemned, probably at least in part, because she is a strong, 
foreign woman. 

We also encounter in the books of Kings the widow of Zarephath, another 
unnamed widow, and the Shunammite woman. These women who relate to 
the prophets Elijah and Elisha are models of faith. In contrast is another neg- 
atively depicted woman, Athaliah, the only woman in Hebrew history to 
reign as queen in her own right. Finally, we meet the prophet Huldah, whose 
religious leadership is evident, but about whom we know very little. 

Fortunately, in the books of Kings there are no victims such as we meet in 
previous biblical books. On the other hand, Jezebel’s vilification is probably 
out of proportion to her crimes. We can celebrate the independence of the 
Queen of Sheba and the religious leadership of Huldah. In both cases, how- 
ever, we would like to know more. 

Next are the prophets. Here we meet Gomer, Hosea’s allegedly whorish 
wife, Isaiah’s unnamed prophetess wife, an unnamed young woman who is 
pregnant with a son to be named Immanuel, and Ezekiel’s unnamed wife, 
after whose death he is told not to mourn, as well as women who worship the 
Queen of Heaven. Much of the prophetic literature is troubling with many 
negative feminine images, such as Samaria and Jerusalem being personified 
as two whoring sisters Oholah and Oholibah, but some pleasing passages to 
some degree mitigate the negative imagery. 

In the Wisdom literature we find Job’s wife susceptible of a much more 
positive interpretation than she normally receives. The twin figures of Wis- 
dom and Folly in Proverbs disturb many feminist readers, but some find 
much positive material in the female personification of Wisdom. The women 
in the Song of Songs provide relatively pleasing images of sexuality and eth- 
nically diverse relationships. 

The short stories also provide a word of redemption and hope. The books 
of Ruth and Esther present generally positive images of women: Ruth and 
Esther, who are well-developed characters; women who act independently 
and creatively; women whose stories empower women and minorities; and 
women who effectively subvert opposition to women and foreigners. 
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These findings continue in the stories of Susanna and Judith. Judith is one 
of the strongest heroes in all of Jewish literature. She combines traditional 
piety with feminine beauty and masculine daring to accomplish what no 
other leader could. Although some commentators have been concerned with 
her use of deception to achieve her ends, her depiction by the narrator is pos- 
itive. We wish these two books had made it into the Hebrew canon. They are 
clearly of a piece with Ruth and Esther. At least they have survived for us to 
enjoy and celebrate. 


CONCLUSIONS 


What can we learn from the new readings of these stories? First of all, there 
is not always a single feminist reading of a biblical woman’s story. Many of 
the stories can be understood in a number of ways, although there are limits 
to how many plausible readings are possible. Nevertheless feminists do agree 
at many points. 

We can learn from the positive role models, the women who had power 
and used it well and the women who had little power and accomplished 
important goals in spite of powerlessness. In the first regard we think espe- 
cially of Deborah and Miriam. We remember Esther and Huldah as well. We 
celebrate the Queen of Sheba. Of the women who had little institutional 
power, Rebekah and Tamar, Judah’s daughter-in-law, come first to mind. The 
five women who defied Pharaoh to save Moses provide wonderful role mod- 
els. Here are women who took risks to accomplish important ends. 

Judith and perhaps Jael likewise put themselves in jeopardy and as a result 
saved people from oppression. In a different way Ruth moved from power- 
lessness to security and acceptance through loyalty to Naomi, gumption, and 
courage. The daughters of Zelophehad made the most out of the situation in 
which they found themselves. Although our goal is total and complete equal- 
ity, we must often move in that direction by taking whatever opportunities 
life offers. 

We can also learn from the women who in various ways were victimized. 
In their stories we can see the parallels in contemporary society and can work 
for change. The list of abuses is long: Sarah’s rejection of Hagar; the rape of 
Tamar, David’s daughter; the sacrifice of Jephthah’s daughter; the gang rape 
and murder of the Levite’s concubine; the unfair treatment of David’s wives 
Michal, Abigail, and Bathsheba; and the impoverishment of widows because 
of the patriarchal structure of society. Rape and sexual harassment, impover- 
ishment and silencing are still the lot of more women in our society today 
than we would like to acknowledge. 
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We can learn from the tendency to make women look worse than they 
are, a tendency operative both within the text and in the work of many com- 
mentators. Jezebel is vilified by the biblical narrators. Although we cannot be 
sure, it seems likely that her negative portrayal goes beyond what the histor- 
ical facts would merit. This may also be true of Athaliah. 

Commentators condemn Eve, Rebekah, Tamar (Judah’s daughter-in-law), 
Delilah, Jael, Bathsheba, and Judith. We find reason to praise them. They are 
courageous, smart, and resourceful. For all except Eve, their lack of physical 
prowess, economic power, and legal authority are compensated by their use 
of the tools at their disposal, sexual appeal and/or deception, or, to put it 
more positively, tricksterism. 

Finally, we can learn from the biblical propensity to categorize women as 
very good or very bad. This dynamic is seen at work in the portrayal of Abi- 
gail as the good wife and Jezebel as the evil foreign woman. It is especially 
clear in the book of Proverbs, where women personify wisdom and folly. Life 
hasn't changed a great deal in more than two thousand years. The images of 
the good girl and the bad girl are very much with us yet. 

As the end of this story approaches, we may ask whether we can detect any 
progress in the biblical stories. Strong women appear both near the begin- 
ning and near the end of the story. However, women probably had less- 
restricted roles in the early days than during the monarchy. After the exile the 
evidence is mixed. The books of Ezra and Nehemiah record opposition to 
foreign women. This may in part have resulted from women’s increased legal 
rights. If women could inherit property, marriage to foreign women might 
result in loss of Israelite property. 

In any case, it is in this postexilic age that we find the wonderful fictional 
stories of female heroes. These stories were probably written, at least in part, 
to subvert a misogynist tendency in that period. In these stories of Ruth and 
Esther, Susanna and Judith, one can find comfort and hope. 

In addition, toward the end of the story we find evidence of a struggle to 
find ways to integrate the feminine into the Hebrew understanding of God 
in a manner appropriate to a monotheistic religion. There is some evidence 
of this in the prophets, where Rachel and Sarah are reinterpreted as 
metaphors of Israel, the bride of God, imagery reminiscent of Semitic god- 
desses. We find even more important evidence of this in Proverbs, where 
Wisdom, a divine attribute or even a way of thinking of God, is personified 
as a woman. Although the prophets and Proverbs contain much that is diffi- 
cult from a feminist point of view, they also contain the seeds of a much 
more positive understanding. 

At the conclusion of this story about stories, we need to reflect further on 
the various methods that feminist scholars bring to the task. We have seen 
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examples of pure literary criticism, culturally cued reading, and historical 
approaches. We have also seen the important roles that the more technical 
disciplines of philology, textual criticism, form criticism, and even redaction 
criticism play. In addition, we have observed the use of archaeological and 
social-scientific methods. 

Two interpreters using the same methodology may not necessarily read a 
text the same way. This is particularly true of literary critics who fill gaps in 
the text in diverse ways. Often the gaps are motives that modern readers are 
eager to understand but in which ancient writers seem to have had much less 
interest. When readers fill in these gaps, usually there is no one right answer. 
Thus a variety of equally plausible readings is possible. 

Some of the purely literary readings that we have considered are fascinating. 
In general, however, the culturally cued readings seem more plausible. In a 
sense there is no such thing as a totally pure literary reading, because every read- 
ing is somewhat aware of the cultural setting. The more cognizant of the his- 
torical and social setting an interpreter is, the more likely she is to read the story 
in a way that is consistent with the original intentions of the author or editor. 

Determining the original meaning of the story is not the only goal of fem- 
inist interpreters. Indeed, many interpreters deny the possibility of reaching 
that goal and focus their attention on the text or the reader, rather than on 
the author or editor. However, discerning the original meaning is an impor- 
tant goal for some feminist interpreters, even if we must admit that we can 
never be absolutely certain that we have succeeded. 

This relates to the current debate over historical (supposedly value-free) 
objectivity versus (value-laden) advocacy. This debate is very important. We 
will probably ultimately end up on a middle ground. This middle ground 
acknowledges the importance of the search for the history behind the text 
and the original intended meaning of the text, even though that search will 
never be completely successful. It cannot be successful in part because lack of 
information about the past keeps us from having the whole picture and in 
part because the issues that face contemporary interpreters color the way we 
look at the past. Nevertheless this does not mean that we can know nothing 
of the past. Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza puts it this way: “A critical feminist 
version of objectivity recognizes the provisionality and multiplicity of partic- 
ular knowledges as situated and ‘embodied’ knowledge. Knowledge is not 
totally relative, however. It is possible from the perspective of the excluded 
and dominated to give a more adequate account of the ‘world. ”! 

Some of the particularity and “embodiedness” of knowledge is good. For 
example, before women gained the tools to enter into the biblical scholarship 
debate, women’s stories in the Hebrew Bible were largely ignored. Women 
brought a new creative perspective to the enterprise that has stimulated many 
new avenues of research. 
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But not all of the particularity is helpful. When we read modern values 
such as racism into the ancient texts, however, we distort their meaning. The 
entry into the field of academic biblical interpretation of a formerly largely 
excluded group, African Americans, has stimulated insights that have helped 
us become aware of the ways in which we were reading modern, racist 
assumptions into the biblical texts. 

Interpreters from Asian countries may help us see other modern Western 
values that we unwittingly are reading in. A diversity of interpreters will help 
us to get as close to “objective reality” as is humanly possible. Thus I agree 
with the new consensus that objectivity is a myth, to the extent that I 
acknowledge that it is impossible. However, I do not reject objectivity as a 
goal. I want to know, insofar as is humanly possible, what happened, even 
though I admit that the questions I ask are shaped by who I am. I want to 
know what the ancient authors and editors intended, even though I realize 
that texts may say more than authors and editors intended and that again my 
interests will in subtle and sometimes not so subtle ways affect my under- 
standing of the issues. 

Even if one accepts objectivity as a reasonable goal, that does not mean 
that what one discovers is neutral in terms of values. There are values inher- 
ent in the text, values that we may or may not like. However, the Hebrew 
Bible is not all of one piece. Ilana Pardes warns against making the Bible bet- 
ter or worse than it is in terms of gender issues. Rather, she suggests that we 
“defy comfortable categorizings of the biblical stance on gender issues . . . [so 
that] unknown reaches of the past may open out before us, revealing faded 
figures of female precursors who, through their very otherness, have the strik- 
ing capacity to add much color and intensity to our own lives.” She calls for 
a consideration of the heterogeneity of the biblical text. She writes: 


In my effort to retrieve the biblical past, I oscillate between a disturbing 
suspicion that this well is quite empty insofar as female sources are con- 
cerned and a fascination with the unexpected ways in which antipatriar- 
chal perspectives have been partially preserved, against all odds, in the 
canon. Accordingly, my analyses entail both an examination of the marks 
of patriarchal modes of censorship and an attempt to reconstruct, in light 
of the surviving remains, antithetical undercurrents which call into ques- 
tion the monotheistic repression of femininity. I try, in other words, to 
avoid an all too common tendency of feminist critics to turn the remote 
past into the fulfillment of current dreams. This does not mean that the 
present has no bearing on my endeavors. Quite the contrary. Like any 
hermeneutic pursuit, my own pursuit entails an attempt to make sense of 
the present in light of the past, to explore a distant mystery which includes 
our own. I try, however, to engage in a dialogue with the past without ide- 
alizing it. I strive to listen to the otherness of past voices, though I realize, 
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with Stephen Greenblatt, that in our most intense moments of straining to 
listen to the dead, it is our own voices that we hear.? 


We read ancient texts not simply to find out what happened, what the 
ancients thought, and what the texts meant. We read these texts because of 
the way past history and the ancients’ thoughts interact with, shape, and 
challenge our contemporary views, even if it is not always easy to tell which 
is which. We read the Bible because of what it means to us today. 

Thus what the story of Eve was really about in its original setting is impor- 
tant to us today. If Eve was not originally the terrible seductress responsible 
for the human fall from grace that she became in subsequent interpretation, 
that is important for us to know. Indeed, the implications of feminist inter- 
pretations of Eves story go beyond the important issues of images of 
women.’ They touch on very fundamental matters of Christian theology, 
built as it usually is on assumptions about the story of the garden. 

If Jezebel was not the sexual flaunter that she has come to represent in 
modern Western culture, that too is important. Total objectivity is impossi- 
ble, but reasonable certitude about some historical matters is possible and 
important. Historical facts, although in themselves morally neutral, may 
quickly be pressed into the service of various values. If Eve and Jezebel and a 
host of other biblical women characters, fictional and nonfictional, were not 
what we thought, either historically or literarily, these facts become powerful 
ammunition in the feminists’ arsenal. 

Another matter important for feminist biblical interpretation is the place 
of the traditional technical tools of the trade. My own academic training is in 
the field of Semitic languages. I spent years studying Hebrew and other 
related languages. Thus I confess a certain bias in the direction of interpreta- 
tions that look closely at the Hebrew text. Philology, textual criticism, and 
form and redaction criticism are all powerful tools that we should continue 
to use in conjunction with newer literary approaches. Some powerful new 
readings come from scholars who use these older tools. Carol Meyers’s read- 
ing of Genesis 3:16 is a prime example. Her careful scholarship has changed 
the way we read this important text. Fewell and Gunn's interpretation of 
Ruth 4:5 turns on a textual issue. It makes sense of a difficult part of the story 
in a way that few others have. 

Not only are the traditional academic disciplines of philology, textual crit- 
icism, form and redaction criticism, and the like, important. Archaeology, 
sociology, and anthropology are also tools that feminists should learn to use. 
Again, Carol Meyers is the example that comes to mind. Her work on 
women's roles uses these tools brilliantly. 

In the 1970s and ’80s, feminist biblical criticism was dominated by Chris- 
tian scholars who were in most cases trying to find a way to redeem the Bible 
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from its androcentricity and patriarchal nature. In the 1990s came the reac- 
tion, and it became fashionable for feminists to look at the Hebrew Bible 
through the most negative lenses possible. The glass was half empty rather 
than half full. Victims were everywhere. Now in the early part of the twenty- 
first century, a reaction to that overly negative perspective is emerging. Vic- 
timological readings are giving way to a recognition of the economic and 
technological constraints of the ancient world. 

In a largely rural, poor, agrarian economy with little that we today would 
call technology or medicine, survival required the birth of many children, only 
a fraction of whom would survive to adulthood. Women’s lot in such a world 
was to produce as many children as possible before death in childbirth or 
through disease or the ravages of aging claimed them. This was the economic 
reality, not simply some patriarchal plot. In addition, poverty required that 
society be organized along communal rather than individualistic lines, this 
being the only way the majority of people in the group could survive. In such 
a world the strongest (usually males) and wisest—those who had lived the 
longest, that is, the patriarchs—were generally going to run the show. That so 
many women in the Hebrew Bible emerge as strong characters, with intelli- 
gence as well as fecundity, is all the more remarkable when we consider the 
constraints of their world. 

No doubt men’s greater physical strength and freedom from childbearing 
responsibilities allowed them to be the dominant players, and in many cases 
they clearly abused their power. That is the nature of power. Nevertheless, 
that the relatively weaker women were able to dominate the men in their 
lives in quite a few cases is rather amazing. 

One question worth considering is how the theoretical differences in 
approach articulated by feminists of various persuasions and ethnic identities 
translate into practice. Surprisingly, I am unaware of any overarching differ- 
ences among feminists that can be traced to their social location, ethnicity, or 
faith tradition. 

This judgment may seem at first to be contrary to the assumption that 
one’s social location influences one’s interpretive stance. However, influence 
is different from control. We cannot tell in advance how a black woman is 
going to interpret a text any more than we can predict how a Catholic 
woman will read the same material. Women have much in common, espe- 
cially those who have the necessary resources to have been published. How- 
ever, each person is a unique individual whose interpretations are shaped by 
a multitude of factors, both obvious and subtle. The interplay of these factors 
results in the varied shadings of meaning that feminist biblical interpreters 
express in their work.’ 

Much is left to be done. We have only begun to consider the intersection 
of race or ethnicity and gender. I have touched on these matters in this book, 
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but much more work remains. Much more remains to be done also in the 
area of women’s status and roles, both in Hebrew society and in the related 
southwest Asian and north African cultures. Knowledge of the languages and 
facility in the disciplines of archaeology and various social sciences will be 
essential for filling in the lacunae in our knowledge. 

Much work also awaits those who will spread the news of the work that 
has already been done. I have taken one step in this direction. Every time this 
material is incorporated into a seminary course, religious education class, or 
sermon, additional important steps are taken. 

We have come to the end of our story. But the story goes on. In a sense it 
has just begun. Feminist interpreters have produced a large body of literature 
in the last forty years that is revolutionary. Only in the last few years, how- 
ever, has their work begun to be recognized and respected. The story will 
continue. As more women become trained as biblical scholars and as more 
men are sensitized to the gender issues in the Hebrew Bible, new studies will 
take us to new understandings of familiar stories and of the issues that con- 
tinue to challenge us in our own day. 


DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 


1. Considering all the biblical women whose stories you have studied, 
which give you hope? 

2. Which stories hold the most promise for transforming contemporary 
society? 

. Which women do you identify with the most? 

. Which women give you the most problems? 

. Which women would you like to learn more about? 

. Considering other literature, history, films, and other media with which 
you are familiar, how do the women’s roles as depicted in the Hebrew 
Bible compare with their roles in other times, places, or societies? 
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Suggestions for Use in Religious 


Education Classes 


This book has been designed for use both in academic courses and in reli- 
gious education classes in churches and synagogues. The discussion ques- 
tions at the end of each chapter are especially intended for the latter. I have 
found them to generate lively discussion. Ideally, participants should each 
have a copy of the book and read the portion that will be discussed in the 
upcoming session. When this is not possible, participants should at least be 
encouraged to prepare for class by reading the biblical text or texts that tell 
the biblical woman’s story. When even this level of advance preparation is 
unrealistic, the biblical stories may be read aloud at the beginning of the 
class. This has the advantage of making the story fresh in everyone’s mind. 
Biblical stories were originally told rather than read. Reading them out loud 
or retelling them in a group setting often is much more powerful than read- 
ing them silently alone. 

The material in this book can be used over an entire academic year, or it 
can be condensed to fill a quarter of twelve or thirteen weeks. Individual sto- 
ries can be lifted out and made the focus of a class as well. The story of Eve 
especially lends itself to such treatment. A class could easily spend four one- 
hour sessions on Genesis 2—3. The stories of Ruth, Esther, Susanna, and 
Judith also would make a good series. 

For groups that wish to use this material over an entire academic year 
(September—May), the following outline is recommended: 


FIRST QUARTER 
Weeks 1 and 2: Introduction 
Weeks 3 to 5: Story of Eve 
Week 6: Sarah 
Week 7: Hagar 
Week 8: The Daughters of Lot 
Week 9: Rebekah 
Week 10: Rachel and Leah 
Week 11: Dinah 
Week 12: Tamar 
Week 13: Potiphar’s Wife 
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SECOND QUARTER 
Week 1: The Women of Exodus 1:8—2:10 
Week 2: The Women in Moses’ Adult Life 
Week 3: The Daughters of Zelophehad 
Week 4: Rahab 
Week 5: Deborah 
Week 6: Jael 
Week 7: The Wife of Manoah 
Week 8: Delilah 
Week 9: Jephthah’s Daughter 
Week 10: The Levite’s Woman 
Week 11: Hannah, the Woman of Endor, and Rizpah 
Week 12: David’s Most Important Wives 
Week 13: The Rape of Tamar, the Women of Tekoa and Abel 


THIRD QUARTER 

Week 1: Abishag and Bathsheba, the Queen Mother, the Two Harlots, 
and the Queen of Sheba 

Week 2: Jezebel, Athaliah, and the Two Cannibal Mothers 

Week 3: The Widow of Zerephath, an Unnamed Widow, and the 
Shunammite Woman 

Week 4: The Women of the Prophets 

Week 5: The Women of the Wisdom Literature and the Song of Songs 

Week 6 and 7: Ruth 

Week 8 and 9: Esther 

Week 10: Susanna 

Week 11 and 12: Judith 

Week 13: Conclusions and Wrap-up 


Those who wish to dig deeper into these stories may consult the notes at 
the end of the book and the bibliography for each chapter. 


